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Introduction: Living Between Heaven and Earth for Vietnamese-Americans
How do Vietnamese-American Catholics 1 understand death and, more
importantly, how would one accompany this specific community of God’s people during
the most sacred and challenging reality of passing from this life to the next? As a
Vietnamese-American Catholic priest, I have urgently considered these questions in the
course of my ministry in predominantly Vietnamese Catholic parishes in the United
States as well as Canada. Specifically, in 2012, I had the opportunity to work at a
predominantly Vietnamese-American parish in Houston, Texas, while pursing theological
training for the priesthood. In addition, after my ordination to the priesthood in June of
2016, I ministered to Vietnamese Catholics in Vancouver, Canada. During these years, I
have been called to look deeply into the issues regarding the end of life and the related
spiritual longing and existential wrestling that Vietnamese-American Catholics undergo
when confronting death.
Throughout my ministry, I confess that I have yet to adequately address the above
questions for myself, and systematically for others. Frequently, the issue has manifest
itself during various pastoral visits and in conversation with the elderly faithful whose
death seems imminent. The following questions tend to arise: “Am I going to have a good
ending?” or, “I am scared of death and I do not know if I have done enough in my life to
atone for my sins.” “How can you help me?” While circumstances differed with regard to
gender, socio-economic status, language, family relationship, illness, and relationships
with their loved ones, the core of their uncertainty and questions regarding the end-of-life
issues was strikingly similar.

1

The term Vietnamese-American refers to these groups. Even within this group, there exists a
different degree of integration and assimilation for example, first generation, second and third generation.

1

Upon further reflection, these questions touch on two interrelated pastoral
concerns: first, the way one leads his or her life in the present relates to how one
understands life in the future, including life after death and, secondly, what are some of
the enduring values that last from this life to the next? These questions call these
Christians to re-examine their understanding of salvation and apply it in their daily life.
Far from being simple, such a process is complex and multi-dimensional, involving
generations of believers and their religious values as well as centuries of cultural
development. For Vietnamese Americans, the understanding of salvation and afterlife is
heavily formed by Buddhist, Taoist, and Confucian values as well as the native religions
of Vietnam. Therefore, in order to minister and accompany Vietnamese American
Catholics on their way to a “good death,” I place high importance on investigating and
studying how these religious traditions have influenced their understanding of salvation
and related issues.
The theological aspect which this investigation is undertaking is rooted in the
confession of faith among all Christian and their communities: “I believe in the
resurrection of the body, and life everlasting.” 2 In practice, discussions of life and death
and their related issues are often built on underlying philosophies, the belief in the
Communion of Saints, and devotional prayers to and for the dead, all of which are
integral parts of Catholic practice. Thus, I will explore these practices among
Vietnamese-American Catholics. I contend that these religious devotions and exercises
will underscore the strong and active role that the Vietnamese community places on the

2

https://www.vatican.va/archive/ccc_css/archive/catechism/credo.htm
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specific choices that each person makes in his or her character formation. Furthermore,
one’s own moral decisions and routine decisions about life in general, including the issue
of the end of life, do not exist in a vacuum. Life is well lived and most authentically
realized through one’s ongoing ethical behavior and relationships within a larger social
environment.
While this investigation is grounded in the experience of the VietnameseAmerican Catholics, its implication could yield benefits for many other Catholic
communities, especially those of bi- or multi-cultural belonging. The VietnameseAmerican immigrant communities have found a home in North America, and so this
thesis must acknowledge how the communal aspect that Vietnamese culture highly
regards is challenged by and harmonized with the individualism which their newly
adopted land encourages and promotes. If there are, indeed, congruencies between these
spiritualities and cultures, the effect of the larger recipient culture on these immigrant
groups must be explored. In a Vietnamese communal environment, the family is a crucial
base for decision-making, yet the predominant thought in their new home places greater
emphasis on the individual with regard to decision making and identity formation, not
primarily on communal structures. This tension makes for a pastoral paradigm unique
from what may be found in their native Vietnam but is still integrally tied to the country
they left behind as these people appear to hold fast to different forms of ancestor worship.
In fact, many seem attached to the underlining ancestor-worship tradition due to the
uncertainty of risking a good death if they do not follow the tradition, despite what their
new culture might indicate.

3

In this thesis, I contend that living a good death demands dying for a life wellexamined and well-lived. I will approach this study from the historical, theological, and
interreligious perspective. Historically, I will examine how the traditional Vietnamese
understanding of life after death and its relationship with loved ones is influenced by
Buddhist and Confucian elements. Theologically, I will analyze how life after death is
understood through Christian history. As noted above, theologically I will make specific
use of St. Francis de Sales’ attachment to “Jesus Christ crucified”.
While my exploration will largely be theoretical, my ultimate goal is pastoral
application. As such, it will draw from the lived experiences of faithful Catholics who are
seeking meaning as they approach the end of life. My use of test cases and case studies
will indicate the challenges within the overall project: how to effectively apply these
theological disciplines to the lives of the faithful. The theological exploration that
precedes these cases will help systematize these experiences in light of my claims about a
good death. In this way, I and other ministers may more fully enter into the lives of the
those whom we serve and effectively meet their spiritual and pastoral needs.
As one who works and interacts with the Vietnamese-American faithful, I contend
that a deeper understanding of how Vietnamese-American Catholics prepare for the
moment of death, an understanding that specifically considers the interaction of cultural
and religious factors, will help a pastoral minister to encourage an individual to make
changes in his or her life, with their eternal end in mind. This enhanced understanding
will help the minister be more effective. In doing so, I hope it will also lead the faithful
into a deeper understanding of God and the transformation that necessarily takes place,
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through their actions and decisions during life, as one moves into a more intimate
relationship with the Divine.
Chapter 1: I address the impact of the Vietnamese view of death on Vietnamese
Americans. The view of death is illustrated through altar veneration. In the act of
veneration there are virtuous acts performed in the private home of the faithful. These
acts indicate how Buddhism, Confucianism, and ancestral worship impact people’s view
of death.
Chapter 2: I address how the Vietnamese-American view of death is deepened
through participation in Catholic rites. Christian traditional rites include many small
religious acts that embody their new faith and a new view of death. Those little acts are a
constant reminder for the faithful why they believe and in whom they believe.
Chapter 3: I address Saint Francis de Sales’ little virtuous acts. He addressed these
acts to his directees. These little acts are still applicable today, especially as they impact
the family setting. When these little virtuous acts are practiced daily, they can help one
grow spiritually and have a profound effect on others.
Chapter 4: I use the examples of young second generation Asian-Americans who
recall their growing up in an Asian family. In these examples, I will point out the
importance of small religious things that their parents did. The experience of those little
things unconsciously impacted their spiritual view of life and personal development. I
also include two personal experiences as a religious priest regarding how parents living
their faith daily influenced their family members.

5

CHAPTER I: RELIGIOUS LANDSCAPE OF THE VIETNAMESE
UNDERSTANDING OF LIFE AFTER DEATH
When one enters a Vietnamese-American home, one will likely find a small
religious altar or shrine displayed visibly in an open space such, as a living room. The
display may consist of a Catholic statue of Christ and Mary, or an image of Buddha, and
pictures of deceased family members alongside offerings of incense and perishable items,
like food. To many non-Vietnamese Americans, the altar may convey a conflict between
faith and superstition. An outsider might question why a Vietnamese-American living in
America would choose to display this scene as the first image for guests to see when they
enter their house. The choice to display this altar suggests a vibrant experience of deep
and personal faith. In particular, the pictures of deceased love ones, such as parents, raise
questions about their understanding of life after death within this living faith. It also
raises questions regarding the significance of the elements on the altar, specifically the
incense, perishable food, an icon or depiction of a deity, and the picture of a deceased
loved one. The confluence of these religious elements and their significance necessitates
the task of trying to understand the religious thought that influences the VietnameseAmerican approach to death and understanding of life after death.
In choosing to display the altar publicly with such varied religious elements and
by performing daily rituals in a family or community setting, a Vietnamese person
manifests the various religious and philosophical influences that have formed him or her
through the community to be mindful of their finite existence and to prepare them for the
future. In view of the community, they are thus encouraged to reflect on their own life
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while striving to live a faithful life for a good end in which they hope one day to be
reunited with their loved ones.
In this daily process of ritual veneration, the individual, in the midst of
surrounding family members, continues to internally change himself or herself to move
toward their desired end, a peaceful death surrounded by family. They then hope to meet
their love ones after death. As such, the altar is a physical, even incarnational, way for
Vietnamese-Americans to express and articulate their understanding of hope in the light
of death, a hope that guides their approach to present life in preparation for a good,
peaceful death and meeting their deceased love ones in a life beyond.

1.1 Ancient Ancestor Worship view on life after Death
Leopold Cadiere, a scholar of Vietnamese culture, understands the importance of
ancestor veneration in his characterization of the “true [Vietnamese] religion as the cult
of the spirits." 3 This indigenous religion of ancestor practice existed before the influences
of Chinese religious and philosophical thought. The indigenous Vietnamese believed that
their community of ancestors needed the help of those who are alive to care for the
deceased because they have the same needs as the living, such as a need for food. 4 As
such, the Vietnamese practice ritual ancestor veneration by way of offering sacrifices and
perishable foods, believing that their actions assist their deceased loved ones. This daily
act has become a most sacred duty for the descendants of a family that has lost a loved

3
Peter Phan, Mission and Catechesis: Alexandre de Rhodes and Inculturation in SeventeenthCentury Vietnam (New York: Orbis Books, 2005), 27.
4

Ibid., 80.
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one; it is a display of filial piety that provides the deceased with things such as fruits,
bowl of rice with chopsticks, and incense to satisfy their regular needs. 5 These daily
ritual offerings were later reinterpreted and introduced with new elements like local deity,
chanting prayers, and how one should act in life, to become a form of ancestral
veneration which views life after death through the influences of Chinese Confucianism
and Buddhism.
The Vietnamese adaptation of these new religious symbols of deity, offering food
and chanting prayers made its way onto their altars and represents a continuation of their
living faith and desire to connect with the deceased. These elements help enhance the
faithful’s spirituality and its expression in their ritual practices for the deceased. On the
altar, the physical elements of incense, photos of loved ones, food, and placement of
some form of deity are a concrete, visible way of living their faith. Where do these
elements come from? What do they represent? A closer examination reveals the Chinese
influence on their view of life after death that can be traced to Confucianism and
Buddhism.
Peter Phan points out that, “to understand the Vietnamese national character and
culture, it is essential to grasp the ambivalent relationship between Vietnam and China.” 6
He again points out the deep Chinese influence today by quoting a famous Vietnamese
songwriter, Trinh Cong Son, who writes in a verse, “A thousand years of Chinese
domination, a hundred years of French rule, twenty years of daily war [between North

5
These sacrifices or offering of foods are visible on the occasion of the anniversary death day of a
love one and the welcoming ruoc Tet also known as Vietnamese New Year (Peter Phan, Mission and
Catechesis, 26).
6

Peter Phan, Vietnamese-American Catholics (Mahwah, NJ: Paulist Press, 2005), 10.
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and South].” 7 These lines from a song stress the deep influences of the Chinese culture on
Vietnam, including the Chinese view of life after death as expressed mainly in
Confucianism and Buddhism. These views have been made visible in ancestral worship,
indicating that Vietnamese culture tolerated and freely intermixed with other cultures for
centuries. 8 Understanding Chinese religious thought on life after death is important to
understanding the evolving Vietnamese veneration ritual and their view of life after
death. 9

1.2 Confucianism’s View of Life After Death
Confucianism is a term invented by a Jesuit based on the Latinization of the
Chinese name Kongfuzi (Confucius), who lived between 551-487 B.C. 10 Confucius
promotes the idea of self-cultivation, centered on the person and human values. 11 His
goal is to guide a person to continuously cultivate him or herself so as to achieve a

7

Peter Phan, Vietnamese-American, 9.

8

Ceferino Puebla Pedrosa O.P., Witnesses of the Faith in the Orient (Manila, Philippines: Life
Today Publication, 1989), 191.
9

The Vietnamese were ruled by the Chinese from 111 B.C. until 939 A.D. (Peter Phan,
Vietnamese-American Catholics, 10) During this period of occupation, Chinese literature, science, art, and
ideogrammatic characters were propagated into the Vietnamese culture and continued after the Chinese
rule. The Vietnamese kings helped the Chinese influence Vietnamese culture by adapting the Chinese
language and customs throughout the country as a form of international diplomacy. (Phan, Mission and
Catechesis, 29.) As such, under the early Tran, later Le, and Nguyen dynasties, classical Confucian books
were adopted as the basic educational texts for the Vietnamese. From the eleventh century, the five classic
Confucian texts, Poetry, Rites, History, Spring and Autumn, and Changes and the Four Books Mencius,
Great Learning, Doctrine of the Mean, and The Analects were used as standard texts for the preparation of
government functionaries and to educate individuals until it was officially abolished in 1915. In
consequence, the Vietnamese felt the overt influences by the Chinese for nearly a millennia after their reign
ended. (Phan, Mission and Catechesis, 24.)
10

Peter Phan, Mission and Catechesis, 20.

11

Peter C. Phan, Vietnamese-American Catholics, 39.
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fulfilling life that would empower one to influence those who surround him or her. 12
Confucius’s main idea was illustrated in a dialogue between a student and teacher, Jilu
and Confucius, respectively in the book of Lunyu. Jilu asked his Teacher:
How should one serve the spirits? Confucius said: “You do not yet know how to
serve the men in front of you every day. How can you serve the spirits that are far
away from human senses?” The disciple then said: “Therefore, allow me at least
to ask you about death.” Confucius answered: “You do not yet properly know
how to live. How can you know how to die?” 13
From this dialogue, one sees the implication of personal moral development in
life that takes the form of self-cultivation, which is the goal of Confucian practices. 14
This practice leads a person to form his or her character. Thus, Confucius emphasizes that
his disciples should learn to understand proper social customs such as ancestral ritual
practice. When one repeats these ritual acts with understanding, one constantly reshapes
the self-in-being. 15 This conversation between student and teacher also indicates that
Confucianism is first concerned with the present life, surrounded by human social
situations, rather than death or damnation.
Thus, how should one live in the present life? As the first paragraph of the
Doctrine of the Mean states: “What Heaven imparts to humans is called human nature.”
This provides a way to understand Confucianism: that one should act through his or her
nature, called the Way. 16 The Way is cultivated through education, and The Doctrine of
12

Philip J. Ivanhoe, Confucian Moral Self Cultivation. 2nd ed. (Indianapolis, IN: Hackett
Publishing, 2000), xiv.
13

Lunyu: The Third Book of the Chinese Learning, Chapter 11.10. Thierry Meynard, The Jesuit
Reading of Confucius (Leiden, Netherlands: Brill Academic, 2015), 342.
14
Mark A. Csikszentmihalyi, “Confucianism,” Introduction to World Religions: Communities and
Cultures, ed. Jacob Neusner (Nashville, TN: Abingdon Press, 2010), 255.
15

Ivanhoe, Confucian Moral Self Cultivation, 5.

16

Xinzhong Yao, An Introduction to Confucianism (UK: Cambridge, 2000), 153.
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The Mean establishes this education, which stresses the nature of reality and the nature of
humanity. According to the doctrine, harmony (or equilibrium) is the great root from
which all human action grows. 17
This perspective demonstrates how a human being can become meaningful and
invaluable, and it could also be a bridge to understanding how an act in this life connects
to what lies beyond the physical world, linking the limited and the infinite, the temporal
and the eternal. This view is illustrated by Confucius in his reply: “If you are not yet able
to serve humans, how can you possibly serve spiritual beings? If you do not yet
understand life, how can you possibly understand death?” 18 Clearly, Confucius believes
there is something beyond this physical life that encourages the practice of the Lu rite
traditions, such as veneration of the ancestors out of filial piety.
In performing ancestral veneration, Confucian ethics emphasizes external results
while taking into account a person’s inner disposition. Confucius taught that one’s
internal motive has to express a sincere heart or a devoted spirit, “For if a person lacks
humaneness (ren) within, then what is the value of performing rituals? For if a person
lacks humaneness within, what is the use of performing music?” 19 Confucius has a
holistic view of a human person and believes that if we look at how a person acts, we can
observe and discern his or her motives; a person cannot conceal his or her real character

17

A pursuit of this path is possible: “when one cultivates to the utmost the principles of his nature
and exercises them on the principle of reciprocity.” The principle of reciprocity is: “What you do not like
when done to yourself do not do to others (Doctrine of the Mean, trans. Legge, 394).” (Paul Chung, The
Hermeneutical Self and an Ethical Difference: Intercivilizational Engagement (Cambridge, UK: James
Clarke, 2012), 87.)
18

Yao, An Introduction to Confucianism, 46. Lunyu, 11:10.

19

Yao, An Introduction to Confucianism, 32. Lunyu, 3:3.

11

if they daily perform ancestor veneration. 20
Confucianism understands that an act can display different characteristics in the
five universal ways in which humans relate to each other: a relationship between ruler
and minister (righteousness), between father and son (affection, humanity), between
husband and wife (separate function, propriety), between elder and younger (a proper
order, wisdom), and between friends (faithfulness). 21 In terms of hierarchical structure,
filial piety (child and parent) is seen as the central starting principle to govern and
develop all other human relations. 22 A person should come to practice self-cultivation
within the family, by serving their parents and observing proper veneration. 23
One should remember that Confucius’ teaching regarding each relationship above
does not imply that everyone is equal but does emphasize an individual’s particular
responsibilities in each different relationship. At the center of relationships, Confucius
sees the family as the basic unit of human community. He emphasizes the necessity to
practice harmony within family relationships as well as the deep responsibilities and
respect due to parents or loved ones. Establishing such harmony within has the ability to
radiate outside the family and influence society to also subsist in harmony, thus creating a
peaceful state, “If only everyone loved his parents and treated his elders with deference,
the whole world would be at peace.” 24

20

Yao, An Introduction to Confucianism, 32. Lunyu, 3:3.

21

Chung, The Hermeneutical Self and an Ethical Difference: Intercivilizational Engagement, 93.

22

Yao, An Introduction to Confucianism, 179.

23

Chung, The Hermeneutical Self and an Ethical Difference: Intercivilizational Engagement, 94.

24

Yao, An Introduction to Confucianism, 181. Mengzi, 4A:11.
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This Confucian understanding of act shows how both Confucianism and
Vietnamese veneration share a common understanding of how people should treat each
other. In the example of filial piety, Confucianism is concerned with the right act in the
perspective of what is perceived as natural: showing respect for those who raised a
person. This principle indicates that Confucianism is intuitively focused on discernment,
so that one may know how he or she should act 25 when relating to others and how this
discernment impacts one’s social environment. This understanding provides the
Vietnamese wider understanding of their own veneration. Even if done in their house or
in a public setting, the veneration has impact on the surrounding environment.
Yao provides another helpful perspective in understanding Confucian
relationships in terms of reciprocity (shu) and points to Confucius’ Golden Rule, “What
you do not want done to yourself, do not do to others.” 26 Here, Confucius implies that in
a relationship there needs to be a reciprocal element. 27 This reciprocal element is related
to how one should act humanly as the core for Confucius' teaching of ren. Hence, ren
has two concepts: shu, 'reciprocity' and zhong, 'loyalty,’ both of which lead one towards
the realization of ren in a relationship. 28
Thus, in filial piety through ancestor worship and veneration, Confucian morality
begins first with family relationships, especially focused on the relationships between
parents and children, between elder and younger brothers, and between husband and

25

Yao, An Introduction to Confucianism, 156.

26

Ibid., 35.

27

Ibid.

28

Yao, An Introduction to Confucianism, 213. Lunyu, 15:24.
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wife. In these relationships, fulfilling one’s responsibilities to others with a sincere and
conscientious heart is of the utmost importance. In this manner, the duties of living in
family relationship give rise to virtuous acts that are considered the cornerstone for social
order in the family as well as peace in one’s future life. The harmony created in the
family will inevitably influence the surrounding social environment. The Confucian
scholar Mengzi states, “if only everyone loved his parents and treated his elders with
deference, the Empire would be at peace.” 29 Hence, moral instruction and ethical
persuasion in filial piety provide a deeper insight into one’s self cultivation as a way of a
human-centered virtue ethics.
This Confucian idea is embedded in Vietnamese culture and encourages
Vietnamese persons to perform traditional ancestral rites as a way to perfect their human
nature in relationship with the dead. Confucianism understands the child’s duty in terms
of action, filial responsibility and an act of piety between living children and deceased
parents. This filial act can be more deeply understood through the various interrelated
terms describing an act: yi, jen, li, and chih. Yi was understood as acting naturally in the
best way of doing things. Jen was understood as an act embodying genuine good will.
Jen, good will, involves willingness to interact and cooperate in a reciprocal relationship
of mutual benefit. Li was understood as knowing and conscientiously practicing. In this
understanding an act one takes has his or her inner attitudes that drive them to proceed
and do an act. 30 A child’s veneration that fully satisfies their responsibility, chin, is when
his or her attitude and actions are completely and willingly done in accordance with yi,

29

Ibid., 32-33. Mengzi, 4A:11.

30

Archie J. Bahm, The Heart of Confucius (New York: Harper and Row, 1969), 26-7.
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jen, and li. Bahm points out that the person’s choosing to do repeated veneration rituals is
habit forming, developing the character of the person to become who they want to be. 31
In the ancestral ritual rite of offering, Confucianism also emphasizes the duty of
filial piety in sacrificing for the dead. This duty demonstrates the belief that something
exists beyond this physical world and that the child needs to fulfill his or her filial
obligation for that eternal reality. Thus, the willing act of offering provides people with a
transcendent view of life in which they ask their ancestral spirits for a heavenly
blessing. 32 Confucius taught this view as reported by his disciples:
Whenever Confucius would remember his ancestors or the gifts received from
them, he practiced the proper rites with feeling and expression of piety and
gratitude … he would first bestow the proper honors to the spirits protecting the
locality. He bestowed honors with such respect and dignity upon his ancestors, as
if the spirits themselves stood watching. 33
Confucius exemplifies very well the importance of filial duty and ancestor worship. As
another example, Analects 2.7, also asserts this view. What “is meant by filial piety today
may be called ‘being able to nourish’; When it comes to dogs and horses, all of them are
able to ‘nourish.’ If [people] are not reverent, on what basis may we distinguish them?” 34
Confucius believes that anyone can simply feed his or her parents, but authentic filial
piety is done with a sense of reverence that distinguishes humans from other animals. As

31
Through virtuous and repeated act a person is always fine-tuning. In Analects 11.10 or 13.18
where Confucius insists that “upright” behavior is extremely context-sensitive (Ivanhoe, Confusion Moral
Self Cultivation, 2).
32

Joachim Gentz, Understanding Chinese Religions (Edinburgh, England: Dunedin Academic,

2013), 55.
33
Lunyu: The Third Book of the Chinese Learning, Chapter 3.12 (Meynard, The Jesuit Reading of
Confucius,161).
34

Mark A. Csikszentmihalyi, “Confucianism,” Introduction to World Religions: Communities and
Cultures, editor Jacob Neusner (Nashville, TN: Abingdon Press, 2010), 260.
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a result, when a person performs ancestor veneration, one must correlate their inner
sincere disposition of love, respect, and reverence with appropriate outer forms of
expression. 35 This kind of sincere act is the most effective way to express one’s good will
when offering sacrifice to the deceased parent or, on the general days, for all the souls.
Confucius places significant weight on the attitude behind the act of duty.
The Confucian understanding of the need for right attitude of veneration is
embedded in Vietnamese ancestor veneration. As Phan writes, “The cult of ancestors,
central to the Vietnamese indigenous cult of spirits, was reinforced by Confucianism.” 36
Consequently, the Vietnamese respect and venerate their ancestors with greater and more
systematized devotion with family members and friends. This great devotion has
manifested itself in the physical gesture of veneration of vai or lay [in which] one joins
both hands in front of the chest, often holding incense sticks, then kneels, raises both
hands upwards above the head, then lowers them, while bending the head three or four
times to the ground. 37 This physical motion expresses a deep spiritual connection
between the child and the parent who has died. As a result, this child becomes conscious
of their carrying out this action in gratitude to the memory of their loved one.
Confucianism emphasizes a proper understanding of religious rites that
encourages a person to develop a deeper relationship with the deceased. It also shapes
personal character with a world view that is focused on a transcendent reality. 38 In the

35

Bahm, The Heart of Confucius, 42.

36

Phan, Mission and Catechesis, 75.

37

Ibid., 26.

38

Ivanhoe, Confucian Moral Self Cultivation, 2.
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ancestor veneration ritual, perfecting the rite, including such details as the proper offering
of incense, is especially important in the context of family members or in public. It
conveys the nexus between the physical and spiritual world and the reality that the
deceased is still present among the living. By incensing, they invoke the ancestor in the
spiritual world for blessings to help and guide their family. The incense on the altar is a
reflection of this Confucian belief of proper veneration. It further strengthens Confucian
influences when, in the context of ancestor veneration, one has a picture of their deceased
loved one on the altar. The living thus desire to continue a close relationship with their
deceased elders so as to remind them how they ought to live. This view clearly shapes
their understanding of their own death. One’s choice to venerate appropriately allows a
person to envision their own death and be an example for their own children. That is, they
hope that one day they may have a good death by how they live and venerate their
departed ancestors and, in turn, be venerated by their descendants. 39
The act of sacrifice in ancestor veneration is a reciprocal relationship. This type of
ancestral worship is thought by many scholars to be one's greatest duty and one's greatest
honor in filial piety. 40 In Chinese culture, similar to Vietnamese culture in this respect,
this perspective of human death was not seen as a total end to one’s family connection
with their loved ones, but an opportunity to continue the connection so as to have an
effect on the destiny of the present family. The sacrifice links the past and the present; the
deceased and the living help and support each other. 41

39

Bahm, The Heart of Confucius, 61-62.

40

Yao, An Introduction to Confucianism, 199.

41

Ibid., 200.
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As a result, eternity or immortality for Confucians is an ongoing continuity of the
family line in each generation, treating each other as links in a family chain. Daily
ancestral sacrifice and veneration are considered an important way to connect with the
deceased. They also provide the descendants with meaning in life. 42 In filial piety, the
particular act by which one chooses to display one’s love for a parent helps a person to
understand human happiness and a meaningful view of life after death in a Confucian
context.

1.3 Buddhist view on life after death
Buddhist traditions also inform contemporary Vietnamese spirituality and its view
of life after death. There are two schools of Buddhism: Theravada Buddhism, known as
"Doctrine of the Elders," and Mahayana, known as “the Greater Vehicle.” Mahayana
Buddhism is predominant in China, Japan, Korea, and Vietnam, 43 and it entered Vietnam
first from India and then from the Chinese settlers in Tonkin, which is present day North
Vietnam. 44 Thus, this analysis will focus on Mahayana Buddhism. Mahayana teaches
that everything in this world is mutable, transient, and subject to time and to change.
There is nothing eternal, transcendent, or beyond this transitory world. 45 In the cycle of
life, one’s existence is a flux of changes, deaths, and rebirths. This cycle of change and
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transformation within the universe will continue until one reaches Nirvana, a state of
nothingness. 46 Buddhists do not believe in the concept of an eternal afterlife, such as
heaven, paradise, or a kingdom to come.
Mahayana Buddhism asserts that there is a way to escape from the endless cycle
of birth and death (samsara) and eliminate “disease” or suffering (duhkha). 47 In order to
break free from the cycle, Buddhist adherents must follow the teaching of the Noble
Truths 48 and the Eight Paths. 49 Living this lifestyle is crucial for one to seek relief from
suffering and reach Nirvana. 50 Carl Olson points to a text in the Saccamyuttasutta
(Connected Discourses on the Truths) in which the Exalted One addresses a group of five
monks: “this is the Noble Eightfold Path, namely: right view, right intention, right
speech, right action, right living, right effort, right mindfulness, right concentration. This,
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monks, is that middle path, which gives insight, gives knowledge, which leads to calm, to
direct knowledge, to enlightenment, to nibbana.” 51
In moving forward to Nirvana, Buddhism posits the concept of karma. Karma is
the result of one’s acts in life, and it accumulates and is stored until death. At death, the
overall accumulated karma determines one’s rebirth. 52 According to Mahayana belief,
one’s individual karma is preserved in the alaya-consciousness. 53 These karmas
transcend time, linking each individual to a reincarnated life. It also implies that the
present self has the free will to act in shaping and influencing one’s future reincarnated
life. As a result, a Buddhist believes that karma exists in every action one takes and has
inevitable consequences in the form of reward or punishment. 54
This dynamic can be understood as a cause and effect relationship. If a person’s
actions are good and he or she continues to act accordingly throughout life, the person
improves his or her reincarnated potential, getting closer to nirvana. Hence, an individual
striving to produce good karma needs to be mindful that their acts in life must consist of a
right intention in the act, as stated in the Noble Eight Paths. The intention behind the
action is an important defining element in determining the different kinds of karma
contributing to the cycle of reincarnation. 55 That is, if one’s intention in an act is of a

51

Carl Olson, Original Buddhist Sources (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University, 2005), 47.

52

Mullen, “Death and Buddhist Perspectives in America,” 172.

53

Buddhists uses the term “alaya-consciousness” as a place where all karma is stored; a person’s
both good and bad karma will gush forth from our unconscious. (Daisaku Ikeda, Unlocking the Mysteries of
Birth and Death: Buddhism in the Contemporary World, forward by N.C. Wickramasinghe (Great Britain:
Macdonald and Co, 1988), 88.
54

Christopher W. Gowans, Philosophy of the Buddha (New York, NY: Routledge, 2003), 105.

55

Buddhism divides karma into different categories: good karma, evil karma, present karma, past
karma, mutable karma, immutable karma, karma to be manifested in the present life, karma to be

20

selfless nature, then one’s action produces good karma, in line with the Buddhist
understanding of “selfish attachment.” 56 This leads to the understanding that intention
drives the act, which is considered “right” or “wrong” in producing good karma or bad
karma, depending on selfless or selfish intention.
In one’s daily life, repeated acts driven by intentionality, with right
understanding, constantly form one’s character, and that character in turn informs
one’s habitual decision to act in the future. As the Dhammapada states, “If one
speaks or acts with wicked mind, because of that, suffering follows one, even as
the wheel follows the hoof of the draught-ox … If one speaks or acts with pure
mind, because of that, happiness follows one, even as one’s shadow that never
leaves.” (The Dhammapada, I, 1-2) 57 Thus, good and bad karma are produced by
acts and are stored up in one’s life until death. In death, the cumulative karma
determines one’s rebirth position in a grand hierarchy of Buddhist beings,
according to their understanding for next life. 58
Producing good karma indicates that an action is born from a good selfless
intention out of kindness and compassion. Evil karma, then, springs from an
action influenced by earthly selfish desires such as greed or anger. This belief is
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also illustrated in A Treasury of Analyses of the Law. 59 Thus, actions are
understood in a cause-and-effect relationship.
The Sutra of Contemplation on the Ground of the Mind provides a broader
implication of karma when it states that, “If you want to understand the causes that
existed in the past, look at the results as they are manifested in the present. And if you
want to understand what results will be manifested in the future, look at the causes that
exist in the present.” 60 Mahayana Buddhism believes that karma has broader influences
on one’s life than simply a link between karma and future rebirth. It has a transcendent
effect and may influence the present life of the individual according to their past life’s
karma. Still, while it may affect the present life, it does not yet determine the future of
one’s life. The future is still becoming and is formed through the new karma, the fruit
resulting from action in one’s present life. This understanding again emphasizes the
causal function of one’s past actions as well as how present action can impact the future.
Thus, when a person acts selflessly for another, such an act has a transcendent quality
that affects the person’s immediate happiness and eternal goal. 61
Another aspect of karma is that a surplus of merit can be shared with or
transferred to the departed. Buddhists believe that suffering spirits can benefit from
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human compassion in the form of offerings for the dead. 62 This can be seen in Chinese
funeral practices. The Chinese have long believed that their ancestors can benefit from
such offerings. As Becker writes,
The Chinese mind did not separate this world from the next as consciously as do
modern thinkers. Giving food or even merit from one realm to another was like
sending gifts or praise from one earthly kingdom to another. The origins of the
central Mahayana doctrine of merit transference can thus be found in both preBuddhist Hindu and Chinese societies. 63
Mahayana Buddhism believes that karma could be transferred to change another person’s
karma. This understanding helps others with their rebirth and affects their karma. Thus,
in a faithful Buddhist’s daily life, this belief significantly and constantly influences and
shapes one’s character. This dynamic allows that when a person dies, they still can refine
and shape themselves into the kind of person they want to become. 64
This view influences the Buddhist faithful to act a certain way right up to death,
especially in their veneration of ancestors. Thus, the ancestor veneration ritual is an
occasion to produce good karma from the sincere act of selfless giving or offering
sacrificed food on an altar. This form of worship can be viewed as a karmic act for the
other that shapes oneself and influences one’s life in this world. 65 The act is a free will
offering of food to care for the deceased; its intent is to help the deceased. When this act
of the will is repeated, it shapes the faithful’s inner character and impacts future actions. 66
62
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The person is determining their life’s character in line with the Buddhist understanding of
the way of selflessness, which leads toward nirvana.
The ancestral ritual of offering food thus provides a Buddhist with good karma. In
addition to good karma, this act of ancestral worship helps maintain the relationship
between the living and the deceased, helping the deceased to continue their cycle from
death to rebirth. The daily act of offering incense and food manifests a person’s view of
death and the willingness to produce good karma in one’s life for a desirable end of
producing good deeds and sharing one’s merit with the deceased. 67

1.4 Living room religious altar
These Confucian and Buddhist views of life after death and their corresponding
religious elements have progressively been assimilated into Vietnamese ancestor
veneration. This has shaped, both bodily and psychically, the Vietnamese view of life
after death. This view determines how they should act in daily living and the acts of their
faith in the veneration of ancestors. 68 The physical elements featured on the altar have
penetrated into the Vietnamese ethos through the centuries. Huu Ngoc describes these
veneration rituals and their influence on Vietnamese culture through his portrayal of the
contemporary altar of veneration:
Ritual offering to the gods or to the spirits of the dead consists of a bowl of fresh
water, some flower and some incense, but also of a tray of food. The food is only
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breathed in by the supernatural beings and the ghosts. After the incense sticks are
burnt out, the food is taken down from the altar to be eaten by the living. 69
This physical description demonstrates that the Vietnamese have continued their
ancestor veneration and incorporated new elements into the altar. These new elements
have introduced a deeper understanding of their relationship with the living and the
beyond. A simple daily act such as offering an incense stick conveys a deep faith in the
connection between the physical and spiritual worlds. Huu also suggests that the number
of types of incense used also has a deeper significance. The offering of different types of
incense represents various meanings. Accordingly, an offering of one incense stick
represents seeking unity in life. For the Buddhist believer, the faithful incensing with a
single incense stick while praying Buddha Amitabha (or A Di Da in Vietnamese)
represents releasing the “incense of the heart” (tam houng). If one uses three incense
sticks, this action conveys the request for movement of the uneven number toward
evenness, representing a desire for stability and equilibrium. For example, in both the
public temple or at home, a person encountering difficulties in life offers three incense
sticks, which represent their desire to ask Buddha to bless them with peace and stability
of life.
The altar which is in plain view in a private home may appear plain looking or
possibly superstitious to house guests, but it reveals a rich system of belief and the deep
inner workings of a faithful Vietnamese person. The altar makes visible the hidden
influences of Confucian teachings of filial piety and social structure as well as the
Buddhist idea of living a life of karma, giving and offering with right intentions. The
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altar provides the faithful a deeper interpretation of the world in the perspective of life
after death and what may lie beyond. In a personal way, it touches the faithful’s
understanding of being human and how they should adaptively evolve their
understanding of the self in relation to the world and the cosmos.
This survey of ancestor worship shows that Confucian, and Buddhist religious
practices provide the Vietnamese with a deeper understanding of this life and a view of
life after death. This knowledge provides a significant tool to study the spiritual
formation of Vietnamese veneration of ancestors 70 that is still practiced in Vietnam and
also influences Vietnamese-Americans.
In a Vietnamese home, one will likely see in a prominent corner of the living
room an altar on which pictures of the ancestors are displayed with some offerings in the
form of incense sticks, flowers, drinks, fruits, or cooked food as a sign of gratitude and
love. In a Catholic home, this altar is likely placed beneath or under the altar dedicated to
God. 71 Hung Pham also suggests another interpretation of the altar as a sacred space:
within this space, the Vietnamese can modify their understanding of the world and how
they express their understanding of the sacred such as “with arranged candle and
incenses.” 72 The altar is a manifestation of the faithful’s desire to seek a relationship
between the physical and spiritual world. The faithful desire to hold on to the relationship
between parent and child, manifesting the piety that the son or daughter has toward one’s
parents.
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This display of the ancestor altar for guests is also a way in which faith is a lived
experience and an ongoing tradition of belief in a transcendent relationship with the
deceased. The daily ritual veneration in front of the altar helps one establish a horizontal
relationship between the self and other human beings in addition to a vertical relationship
between the self with the deceased. This holistic view has been integrated into the
Vietnamese-American altar at home, demonstrating that the Vietnamese are open to
dialogue and relationship with other communities of religious faith and philosophical
understandings in which they continue to search for a deeper understanding of the world
and their relationship with what is beyond life.
There are, then, many complementary and harmonious elements shared between
these non-Christian religions and Christianity. Father Leopold Cadiere has characterized
Vietnamese religion in these terms, stating that the "true religion of the Vietnamese is the
cult of the spirits." He further comments that, “this religion is not organized; it has no
sacred books, no official ministers, no public houses of worship, and no formalized
rituals. Yet it is the most pervasive and transforming cult, because it is rooted in the
family with ancestor worship as its most sacred practice.” 73 Father Cadiere counsels the
missionary about preaching the Gospel to the Vietnamese people,
The word religion has many degrees and many nuances. If one understands
religion as the faith in one absolute being, infinitely great and infinitely perfect,
his union by the mind to this omnipresent Being, his union by the impetus of the
heart of this God infinitely good who governs and maintains everything, and
finally the recognition of his infinite perfections thanks to a cult worthy of him, it
can be said that the Vietnamese are not religious… But if one (understands)
religion as faith and a practical creed impacting on the conduct of life, the faith in
a supernatural world, then it must be recognized that the Vietnamese people
possess this virtue at a high level. 74
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In consequence, evangelizing by forcing the Vietnamese to abandon their ancestor
veneration in which they place great importance is to destroy a part of their identity and
life. The Vietnamese have shown their resistance to this move. This resistance shows
that the Vietnamese ancestor cult is willing to assimilate new elements that help
Vietnamese persons achieve a deeper meaning and connection with the deceased. In my
experience, when I visit Vietnamese-American households, the altar conveys a desire to
be connected with deceased love ones. Family members are willing to adapt new views
manifested in physical elements on the altar. These elements display an effort to continue
deepening the family’s faith and developing their character. This fosters an internal
conversion by which they can live a life in preparation for death.

1.5

Conclusion

The Vietnamese-American has chosen to continue this spiritual living tradition of
veneration by incensing and bowing before an altar. This is a testament to one’s religious
view of a desired end and life after death. This practice includes their children, which
continues the tradition. The multi-religious elements of Chinese and Buddhist influences
on the altar emphasize the continuation of life beyond the material world. The ritual acts,
throughout their many modifications and developments, focus on life after death and its
significance as it intersects with their physical and lived reality. People also articulate
their understanding of this intersection by the way they act in life, which must manifest
good intention and selflessness, thus leading to a good and peaceful death.
These examples serve as a lens of interpretation for ancestral veneration. They
center on the view of life after death and its significance for this life. The Vietnamese
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understand what it means to be human, always moving and dynamic. It is important to
study the intention of an act as it shows one’s spiritual goal. All this occurs with the
support of living family members and long passed ancestors, who are needed to live a
good life that would lead to a good and happy death. Daily ancestor veneration is a
reminder of this desire, a yearning for inner progress that is manifest outwardly in the act
of veneration and in the elements on the altar. With this interreligious foundation as
background, Christianity will introduce a more complete view of a person’s life because,
indeed, humans were created for an end.
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CHAPTER II
ROAD TO HOPE: A BRIEF SURVEY OF THE CHRISTIAN UNDERSTANDING
OF DEATH AND DYING, “HOW CAN I, UNLESS SOMEONE GUIDES ME?”
(Act 8:31)

The minster has opportunities to assist the Catholic faithful in their spiritual
growth until death. Like Philip in Acts 8, the minister who himself has personally
encountered the Risen Lord is called to assist the faithful to explain various rites and
rituals in their own encounter. Most importantly, during the sacred time of death and
dying, the minister plays a critical role in preparing the person for a peaceful death,
accompanying them as they move towards their final steps into eternal life. The minister
can assist the faithful to examine what small religious acts they have done to prepare
themselves for death and to enable them to feel more at peace when their time comes to
meet the Lord. This role is exemplified in the Acts of Apostles when Philip asks the
eunuch if he understands what he was reading and the eunuch replies, "How can I, unless
someone guides me?" 75 A minister can, then, help a Vietnamese-American obtain a
deeper Christian understanding of death when they follow their traditions and the
teachings of the Church.
These Christian traditions and teachings were left to the disciples by Jesus Christ.
During Jesus’ time on earth, the disciples learned by imitating the master's life and then
developing habitual acts. Thus, the disciples not only received oral lessons from Jesus,
but they also memorialized Jesus’ examples as "tradition." 76 (“For what I have received
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from the Lord that thing which I handed to you.” 1 Cor 11: 23) Jesus left them many
daily examples such as praying, giving thanks to God, and breaking bread. Before Jesus’
Ascension into Heaven, these simple acts may have been taken for granted since the Lord
was physically beside them. 77 However, when Jesus was resurrected, those acts took on
significant meaning and provided a deeper understanding of Jesus’ teaching and view of
the future for those who believe and live the faith. The new faithful community reenacted
these rituals from memory, from stories and personal witnesses. The examples of small
acts Jesus left helped construct the rites which followed and the method of worship of the
developing Catholic faith. 78 These examples left by Jesus had “real significance, to
which the continuity of tradition bears witness, that no article of the Church's belief is
held on the authority of Scripture independently of tradition, and none on the authority of
tradition independently of Scripture.” 79 Theologian Yves Congar would write that such
connection between Scripture and unwritten apostolic traditions are two great ways in
which the Church of today and of all times is “linked to the apostles, who were chosen,
predestined, sanctified and equipped to be her founders by the spreading of the Gospel
that cannot be denied.” 80 In this process, to deny one would be to disregard and neglect
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the other. Hence, Yves Congar writes that such gestures left by Jesus and practiced by the
disciples formed the tradition and was transmitted as the religion that is Christianity. This
is really the tradition, apostolic by origin in its historical existence: institutions, rites,
customs, and discipline. 81
Just as Philip explained the meaning of the word of God in the above cited
passage, the Church invites us to look at our faith through the Church’s traditions for
daily living, manifesting faith in our small acts of prayer, rituals, and devotions for our
deceased love ones. In these acts, our deep understanding of the Catholic faith and its
accompanying view of death is displayed. The little acts we experience at liturgy and in
other prayers and devotions celebrated at home express the hidden desire for the future
life and the steps one has taken to prepare for a good and peaceful death in meeting the
Lord.

2.1 Paul’s 1st letter to the Thessalonians 4:13-18: Teaching on Death and
Hope
The Thessalonian Christians were predominantly Gentiles. 82 In his letter to the
Thessalonians, Saint Paul addresses their crisis of hope 83 in the face death and dying and
how they should behave and act in honor of their deceased love ones. After Paul
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evangelized Thessalonica and left the community, some members of the faithful died. As
more and more members of the community died, the living disciples worried that they
and their deceased loved ones would not be together, and the ones who died may not be
able to participate in the glorious return of Jesus. 84 For the Thessalonians, the dead
appear to no longer have hope for the salvation found in Jesus’ return, the triumphal
moment of the Parousia. Left in that situation, the Thessalonians were tempted to practice
the Gentile burial and memorial acts and rituals. 85 Therein lies the inadequacy of their
weak faith tempted to overcome grief with the attitude of their non-Christian experience
as “those who have no hope." 86 Thus, Paul wrote this letter to strengthen the community
by reminding them of the teaching of Christ which he had handed on to them. 87 If they
hold firm to the faith and practice what he taught, they will also be resurrected like those
who died and believe in Christ. 88 Paul asserts that their loved ones’ deaths will not be an
obstacle to God's promise: God will bring them along with Jesus. Verse 16 stresses that
"the dead in Christ will rise first.” Yet, they must remember that they received God’s gift
through faith in Him as the basis of their hope in the resurrection of Christ, an
eschatological event. Paul asserts that this teaching will edify communities that faced
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difficulties, like the Thessalonian 89 community coping with the tragic situation of losing
loved ones.
In verses 4:16-17, Paul then moves to a second point, indicating that when one
loses a loved one, the community in Christ should provide comfort to those who are alive
and those who have already died. Grief for the deceased is appropriate, and Paul does not
condemn their grieving process but reminds them that their new hope and faith in Christ
will be manifest through their compassionate acts toward one another in time of need.
Paul places this teaching in contrast with their old Greco-Roman misunderstanding of
death, which informs the Thessalonians’ past acts and ritual behaviors. Being aware of
this, Paul explains the proper conduct for Christians (4:1-12) regarding the question about
"those who had died" (4:13). Verses 1 through 12 exhort the Thessalonians to live a life
of holiness and proper conduct. 90 He instructs them not to grieve with the same motive,
manner, and measure as the pagans, who grieve in excess without hope for eternal life
with God. 91 They should be cautious with the elaborate funerary practices of the era,
such as when a guild member died, others would hold a banquet, a rosalia or parentalia,
at the tomb of a deceased. 92 The Rosaila or "day of roses," was part of a Roman cult in
which the rose played a significant role in the funeral ceremony. 93 Other practices at
burial sites included elaborate displays of inscriptions, tombs, and monuments as
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extensions of the "zeal for honor," affirming one's wealth, social status, and identity when
they were alive. 94 The living had a custom of placing many goods with the buried
individual with the intention of making that person's life after death more pleasant. 95
When Paul says "grief without hope," he also points to many ancient tombstones from
across the Roman empire that attest to the notion that death was simply the cessation of
life and that with death, there was their little hope for the future. A common inscription in
the Roman Empire attests to this sentiment: “We are nothing. See, reader, how quickly
we mortals return from nothing to nothing. (CIL VI 26003; Rome, n.d.) 96 Paul
interpreted such practices as worldly competition for status with others who are both dead
or living, displaying pride and living a life without hope. These behaviors and acts
display values that are opposite to the faith the Thessalonians received, calling them to a
new life of holiness. Paul wants to show that their firm faith in Jesus would translate to
greater status than what is found in the world. They are to live a life of holiness in hope
of a greater life with the divine. 97 Hence, when addressing the experience of losing a
loved one, Paul uses specific language about Jesus to teach the Thessalonians the
message of salvation and resurrection. He uses terms such as “fallen asleep” and talks
about Jesus as "the first fruit of those who have fallen asleep." 98 Paul uses the term
“sleep” as a metaphor to denote death for the Christian because the term “sleep” is a
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condition which presupposes that one will normally be “awake.” The motivation of this
passage is to comfort the bereaved who lost loved ones before the Parousia. In the event
of losing a loved one, all who have died in Christ are asleep and will participate together
in the Parousia, the resurrection, and glory. 99
Thus, in verses 4:13-14, Paul reminds the Thessalonians that the faithful departed
are asleep and have to look toward to Jesus’ resurrection with hope, contrasted to the
pagans who grieved with no hope. 100 They are now "the sons of light." From now on they
must act in a manner appropriate to their new status, a proper behavior that conveys a
deeper understanding of their new faith. They now have hope for life with God that
contrast their previously pagan ways and "belonged to the darkness.” 101 For Paul, the
resurrection of the dead is an obvious fact, derived directly from the resurrection of
Christ, which ensures that God will raise from the dead all who believe in Him. 102
Paul reminds them that, when they chose to live like non-Christians, placing their
trust and faith in the world, their lives may seem peaceful and safe, but they will be
unprepared for the coming of the Lord. Living like the pagans will manifest their
ignorance of the Parousia. 103 They are, thus, not practicing their faith. Instead, they are to
prepare and live daily according to the truth and faith that they have received, full of hope
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for a future life with God. In the event of losing love one, Paul calls them to focus on
being with the Lord, the source of comfort, and to support one another. 104 The new
burial practices of their faith life and prayers for the deceased demonstrate their hope that
they will one day be together in eternal glory in heaven. 105

2.2 Church Service Elements Reinforcing the View of Death and Hope
Jesus Christ did not leave behind any written documents. 106 Yet in the early years
of the faith, the disciples and church fathers disseminated what they had seen, heard, and
taught during their time with the historical Jesus. As the faithful grew, the Church fathers,
through the councils, started to establish canons, or practical rules, for the Church's
life. 107 Their beliefs were distilled into the one written canon, which is commonly known
as the Creed. The established Creed of Nicaea-Constantinople holds the infallible
articulation of Christian revelation based on the Bible and Tradition as a confession and
being a witness for God. 108 In it, the faithful are reminded of the things that Jesus taught
and, through tradition, passed it on to future generations.
During the Eucharistic celebration, the act of reciting the Creed and listening to
the words of the priest during the consecration have a deep impact on someone living the
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Catholic faith. For non-Catholic the act of reciting and listening to words of consecration
in addition to gestures like breaking the bread may seem like empty rituals. Yet for the
faithful who have a deeper understanding of the practices of attending mass and daily
living the faith, these simple acts, gestures, and phrases are important signs of the faith
that they hold. This faith is rooted in Christ, passed down to the Church fathers, and now
to the present day.
2.2.a Creed: “will come to judge the living and the dead”
The Creed is the Church’s profession of faith. It helps the believer remember the
promise of God to humanity, including life after death. The New Testament itself
contains no articulated creeds, but the Creed can be traced back to the teaching of Christ
through the disciples. It includes the New Testament view of death. The Creed follows
the Acts of Apostles in the example of the Ethiopian eunuch’s response to the Apostle
Philip, "I believe that Jesus Christ is the Son of God." 109 In Paul's Letter to the Romans,
we read, "If your lips confess that ‘Jesus is Lord,’ and if you believe in your heart that
‘God raised him from the dead,’ then you will be saved.” 110 Thus, the Creed started to
form as later generations articulated the faith that was passed down from Jesus.
The articulation of the faith through the documents of official Church councils
helped to resolve crises of misunderstanding such as the Arian crisis concerning the
doctrine of God. 111 The Council of Nicaea addressed the Trinitarian controversy and
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errors concerning the nature of Christ and of the Holy Spirit. 112 Yet the latter part of the
Creed focuses on baptism, the forgiveness of sins, the resurrection of the dead, and life
everlasting, which were consistently kept the same. This latter part was kept the same in
the preparation of catechumens for Christian initiation. This indicates that the
controversies of the age did not affect this theology, 113 which appears to have a firm
foundation in the traditional practices of faith. Thus, the later Creed of Constantinople
uses the previously existing baptismal creed of Nicaea drawn up in the 370 AD, 114 which
the council drafted and required all the bishops present to sign:
We believe in one God, the Father almighty, maker of all things, visible and invisible;
And in one Lord Jesus Christ, the Son of God, begotten from the Father, only-begotten,
that is, from the substance of the Father, God from God, light from light, true God from
true God, begotten not made, of one substance with the Father, through Whom all things
came into being, things in heaven and things on earth, Who because of us men and
because of our salvation came down and became incarnate, becoming man, suffered and
rose again on the third day, ascended to the heavens, and will come to judge the living
and the dead; 115
As a result, the Council of Constantinople in 381 AD 116 finalized the Creed in the
form of Nicaea-Constantinople, and some local churches then began to insert it into their
Eucharistic liturgy. 117 The understanding of “will come to judge the living and the dead,”
is based on Jesus’ parable of the judgment of the nations in Matthew 25:31-46. Therefore,
Jesus will judge all people— past, present and future, since all are subject to sin (Rom 5)
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and all likewise subject to death (Rom 6:23). However, believers have hope. If they live
the faith according to Jesus’ teaching, then they may have life. “If Christ has not been
raised, then our preaching is in vain and your faith is in vain.” (1 Cor 15:14). Thus, the
resurrection of the dead has been an essential element of the Christian faith from its
beginnings with Jesus and stated in the Creed. "The confidence of Christians is the
resurrection of the dead,” 118 as Aidan Nichols writes. “Given that, as we have found
cause to believe, the liturgy is, after Scripture, the primary monument of the Church's
Tradition, this fact must carry considerable theological weight.” 119
2.2.b Eucharist Celebration: Hearing and witnessing the breaking the bread.
The Eucharistic celebration also helps us remember a novel view of gathering.
Matt 18:20 “For where two or three are gathered together in my name, there am I in the
midst of them.” This view of gathering is sometimes taken for granted, especially when
the priest says, “Do this in remembrance of me.” 120 We often forget that these words
were spoken to the disciples by Jesus in order to continue the practice that he had shown
them. The Eucharist is a foreshadowing of life after death, the gathering of the faithful for
the grand eternal banquet. 121 This symbol of gathering and remembrance can be observed
at Sunday mass attendance, especially for large feasts such as Christmas and Easter. By
attending mass, one imitates what Jesus did, and the faithful are reminded of God’s
promise to his followers each time they hear that key phrase at the consecration of the
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bread and wine. Listening to that short phrase and the priest’s act of raising the gifts of
bread then wine could seem very small and insignificant. Yet when the disciples and the
Church fathers reflected, they realized the importance of this gesture. The gesture then
became rich with meaning, attached to Jesus’ teaching. Every time the faithful go to
church, this gesture reminds them of the promise of future life with God and loved ones.
Indeed, Jesus commanded the disciples to repeat his actions and words until he
returns. It is from this command that Jesus’ examples are recalled and subsequently
written, forming the beginning of the Church. Participating and practicing the traditions
handed down and following Council documents, while faithfully following the Lord's
command, are essential to preserving this tradition. The Catechism states, “They devoted
themselves to the apostles' teaching and fellowship, to the breaking of bread and the
prayers. Day by day, attending the temple together and breaking bread in their homes,
they partook of food with glad and generous hearts.” 122 The Church father St. Justin
wrote to the pagan emperor Antoninus Pius around the year 155, explaining what
Christians did:
On the day we call the day of the sun, all who dwell in the city or country gather in the
same place. The memoirs of the apostles and the writings of the prophets are read, as
much as time permits. When the reader has finished, he who presides over those gathered
admonishes and challenges them to imitate these beautiful things. Then we all rise
together and offer prayers for ourselves. . .and for all others, wherever they may be, so
that we may be found righteous by our life and actions, and faithful to the
commandments, so as to obtain eternal salvation. When the prayers are concluded we
exchange the kiss. Then someone brings bread and a cup of water and wine mixed
together to him who presides over the brethren. He takes them and offers praise and glory
to the Father of the universe, through the name of the Son and of the Holy Spirit and for a
considerable time he gives thanks (in Greek: eucharistian) that we have been judged
worthy of these gifts. When he has concluded the prayers and thanksgivings, all present
give voice to an acclamation by saying: 'Amen.' 123
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As we can see from St. Justin, through the Eucharistic celebration, the faithful
recognized that their actions in life have consequences for the life beyond. Being faithful
to the commandments is important for eternal salvation. When Christians participate in
the Eucharist, they hope to be judged worthy of the gift of eternal life. At the end of
mass, the Church also recalls what Jesus told the disciples and the faithful to go forth into
the world that they may fulfill God's will in their daily lives. 124 During the consecration
of the bread, the faithful need to be attentive to the gesture of the priest breaking the
bread. The disciples may not have been fully aware of the significance of this simple act
in the beginning, but it became a central indicator of Christian faith that flowed from
Jesus’ teaching. When the faithful witness the act of breaking the bread, those who
attentively participate in the mass are attuned to Jesus’ promise and are affirmed that he
keeps his word to those who daily live his teaching. In the action of breaking the bread,
his disciples are constantly reminded of the resurrection. 125 The reality and ultimate
significance of Jesus’ passion is fulfilled after the resurrection and his appearances to
them. 126 In Ecclesia de Eucharistia, John Paul II reminds the faithful that participating in
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the Eucharist is connected to what the historical Jesus went through for us to have eternal
life with God. 127 He writes, “This aspect of the universal charity of the Eucharistic
Sacrifice is based on the words of the Savior himself. In instituting it, he did not merely
say: “This is my body,” “this is my blood,” but went on to add: “which is given for you,”
“which is poured out for you” (Lk 22:19-20). 128

2.3 Mass Intentions for Deceased Love Ones
Another small act that the faithful may overlook and that affirms the Catholic
view of death with hope is asking for a mass intention for the deceased. We tend to forget
the deeper understanding and importance of this intention. It is one simple act that gives
the faithful a glimpse of their deeper understanding of the mass as a whole and of their
requests to God. Asking a priest to celebrate a mass intention indicates their view of
death as taught and practiced by the Gospel and the Church. The faithful may often forget
that requesting mass intentions for the dead has its foundation in the Old Testament, the
Church fathers, papal writings, and official Church documents.
Intentions and prayers for the dead have their root in the Scriptures. In the
Hebrew Scriptures, 2nd Maccabees, we find that Judas Maccabees offers prayers and
sacrifices for the Jewish soldiers. Due to the situation at the time, the dead were wearing
pagan amulets, which was against the Jewish Law. The Book of Maccabees reports,
“Turning to supplication, they prayed that the sinful deed might be fully blotted out. The
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noble Judas exhorted the people to keep themselves free from sin.” 129 We see that
through their prayers and sacrifices to God, they may be of help to the deceased in light
of the deceased’s wrongdoing in life. They hope that, through prayers and sacrifices, God
may be lenient to the deceased on the day of judgment. Similarly, in the Christian
tradition, Saint John Chrysostom (349-407) offers a sample teaching of the Church
fathers in his homily on First Corinthians 4:1-5 when he says, "Let us help and
commemorate them. If Job’s sons were purified by their father’s sacrifice [Job 1:5], why
would we doubt that our offerings for the dead bring them some consolation? Let us not
hesitate to help those who have died and to offer our prayers for them.” 130 From the
beginning, then, the Church has honored the memory of the dead and offered prayers in
suffrage for them.
When the faithful request a mass intention for the dead, it is more than just prayer
and supplication. Through the mass celebration, they, the priest, and the community of
the faithful on earth and in heaven pray for the dead, that the deceased may receive God’s
mercy and be granted eternal rest. In Pope Leo XIII’s encyclical Mirae Caritatis, he
emphasizes the Eucharistic connection between the living faithful at mass, the Church,
and the communion of saints to assist the deceased who are in need of prayers to be
granted eternal life. He describes the effects of Eucharistic mass intentions for the dead
when he wrote,
The Sacrament of the Eucharist so great an increase of strength which, is further
extended by the virtue of the Sacrifice to all those who are numbered in the
Communion of Saints. For the Communion of Saints, as everyone knows, is
nothing but the mutual communication of help, expiation, prayers, blessings,
129
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among all the faithful, who, whether they have already attained to the heavenly
country, or are detained in the purgatorial fire, or are yet exiles here on earth, all
enjoy the common franchise of that city whereof Christ is the head, and the
constitution is charity. 131
Later, Pope John Paul II, in the encyclical Ecclesia de Eucharistia, also emphasizes the
effect of mass intentions for the dead when he writes that the offering of a mass intention
is a good and holy act:
In the celebration of the Eucharistic Sacrifice, the Church prays that God, the
Father of mercies, will grant his children the fullness of the Holy Spirit so that
they may become one body and one spirit in Christ. In raising this prayer to the
Father of lights, from whom comes every good endowment and every perfect gift
(cf. Jas 1:17), the Church believes that she will be heard, for she prays in union
with Christ, her Head and Spouse, who takes up this plea of his Bride and joins it
to that of his own redemptive sacrifice. 132
The Church’s focus on praying for the dead is clearly visible in month of November.
During this month, the Church specifically remembers the deceased and prays for them
along with the saints. They seek mass intentions for the souls of their loved ones, parents,
brothers, sisters, uncles, aunts, and friends. This simple act of requesting a mass intention
reminds Vietnamese-American Catholics of their faith and their view of death. Their
loved ones may be asleep, but also need their help in prayer and sacrifice for the wrongs
they committed in life. Through these acts of charity, the faithful pray that God may grant
mercy to the deceased and that they one day may be together in heaven.
Canon 946 says, “Christ’s faithful who make an offering so that Mass can be
celebrated for their intention, contribute to the good of the Church, and by that offering
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they share in the Church’s concern for the support of its ministers and its activities.” 133
Saint Augustine of Hippo, who enacted this belief in his daily life, recalls in his
Confessions, talking to his mother for the last time. When he asked where she would like
to be buried (to be remembered), she replied, “Bury my body wherever you will; let not care
of it cause you any concern. One thing only I ask you, that you remember me at the altar of the
Lord wherever you may be.”134

2.4 Conclusion
From the time of the apostles and the early Church, Christianity was formed by
living with Christ and following his example. Practicing faithfulness in little things, in
which the disciples may not have fully recognized the entire depth of significance at the
time, became very important for the message of eternal life as it was conveyed to the
surrounding peoples and succeeding generations. With these rich traditions and recorded
writings entrusted to the Church to instruct the faithful, we now can ask if we, as
Catholics, practice them. Do we embody Christ’s teaching in our daily life through small
acts that we have learned from the Church? As noted above, these small exemplary acts
have deep meaning flowing from the tradition.
The minister needs remind the faithful who have become indifferent to these acts
to rediscover their importance, and, in doing so, to witness to the saving message of
Christ and grow spiritually. Small religious acts, carried out in daily living, such as
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making signs of the cross and simply praising God can be done outside the Church and
can have deep impact on the believer and other people. These acts witness to looking to a
future beyond death. They can especially have a deep impact on young children.
Although they may not fully understand the faith, children may develop a habit of
practicing these acts. As they grow older, they will begin to see their long-term impact.
As Yves Congar writes, “A child receives the life of the community into which he enters,
together with the cultural riches of the preceding generations [tradition], which are
inculcated by the actions and habits of everyday life.” 135 Later, he also points out that
such an action practiced at home “forms a certain spirit in us, or rather it forms us,
starting with our most elementary reactions, and guides us in a definite direction.” 136 As
such, he encourages the faithful to involve themselves in liturgy and feast days, which
testify to the mysteries of salvation and establish us as witnesses by our participation in
them. 137 In the New Testament, "to keep the Word" is the same as to build on the
foundation that is Christ, to take root and grow in Christ. 138 Tradition is the living artery
that transmits an increase of the very life it communicates. 139 Through acts of living the
faith, such as attending mass and engaging in pious acts at home, we are constantly
growing spiritually and maturing in our view of death by holding firm to the promise of
Christ.
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CHAPTER III:
FRANCIS DE SALES: MODEL OF INTEGRATED VIRTUES

Living the Gospel message for lay people can often be difficult and a struggle in
daily life. In America and Canada, family life differs from time of Saint Francis de Sales
(1567-1622). How might a person who lived hundreds of years ago offer insight into
living the faith today? What aspect of his spiritual teaching can offer practical advice for
those living in American or Canadian society? One practical lesson can be found in his
fifth meditation on death in the Introduction to the Devout Life. In this section Francis de
Sales guides his spiritual directees to prepare themselves by: 1) placing themselves in the
presence of God; 2) begging Him for His grace; and 3) imagining oneself to be lying on
one’s deathbed, extremely ill and without any hope of recovery. This particular practice
toward living a devout life helps an individual to reflect upon themselves to and to seek
God’s will and love in their life. They should act accordingly and avoid the temptations
of worldly life while they are still able to serve God so that one day they may be with
Him. Francis states,
Consider that for you the world will then come to an end because for you it will
no longer be. Before your eyes it will be hurled over and over. Yes, at that
moment all the pleasure, frivolity, worldly joy, and useless affection will appear
before you like phantoms and misty clouds. Ah, my wretched soul, for what toys
and idle fancies have I offended God! You will see that you have forsaken him for
nothing at all. On the contrary, devotion and good works will then seem sweet and
desirable. Why did I not follow that lovely, pleasant path? 140
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In this meditation, Francis offers guidance into how one should live a life of virtue by
preparing oneself for that final hour and taking care to make a blessed departure by a life
devoted to God through good works. This meditation encourages the faithful to practice
mental prayer seeking God’s presence and acknowledging human frailty to act in accord
with God’s commandments. When people strive in their daily virtuous acts to live a
Christian life modeled after Christ and his teachings, one day those acts may lead to a
calm and peaceful death.
This view of how we should live relates to Jesus’ parable that the kingdom of
heaven is like a man who sowed good seed in his field. Jesus reminds His disciples that,
upon hearing His words, they must also live them. This has consequences at the time of
death. God will know who sought to live the faith and have a positive influence on others
or who had a negative influence causing others to lose faith. Jesus explained the parable
to the disciples,
He who sows good seed is the Son of Man, the field is the world, the good seed
the children of the kingdom. The weeds are the children of the evil one, and the
enemy who sows them is the devil. The harvest is the end of the age, and the
harvesters are angels. Just as weeds are collected and burned up with fire, so will
it be at the end of the age. The Son of Man will send his angels, and they will
collect out of his kingdom all who cause others to sin and all evildoers. … Then
the righteous will shine like the sun in the kingdom of their Father. 141
Saint Francis de Sales provides insights into how this meditation and
corresponding parable can encourages us to act in our daily living according to what
Francis calls "the little virtues" 142 guiding our life until the end. The “little” virtues that
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arise most often in our daily life are humility, gentleness, patience, holy tranquility, and
simplicity. These virtues are important to Francis because they can grow into other
virtues like the cardinal and theological virtues. This process is illustrated by the imagery
of salt giving flavor to food and fresh water allowing a tree to bear abundant fruit. 143
Where should one begin to practice these little virtues? Francis understands that each
individual is at a different stage in life, and thus they must decide to practice a particular
virtue that is applicable to their present situation. He notes, “All men should possess all
the virtues, yet all are not bound to exercise them in equal measure. Each person must
practice in a special manner the virtues needed by the kind of life he is called to.” 144 In
other words, everyone must strive to practice virtue, but each person does so according to
his or her own abilities and calling in life. 145
Francis invites us to look at our daily life and be attentive to the small virtuous
acts that help us prepare one day to meet God. These small acts provide a spiritual
foundation to help us to live and grow in our faith. These virtuous acts help us build
character and form ourselves into Jesus’ likeness, living for others and serving God.
Thus, St. Francis de Sales’ suggestions for living the little virtues are still applicable
today, especially in families facing difficult situations. These virtues lead to peace in
one’s spiritual life and hope for a better future. By practicing virtuous acts in daily life,
people can form certain habits while they are healthy. Then, when they are facing death,
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they have developed a perspective of death through their virtuous acts that lessens their
anxiety so that they may die well, like Jesus, as one last example for their loved ones. 146

3.1 Francis de Sales’ Introduction to the Devout Life
Francis de Sales was born to a noble family on 21 August 1567 at the castle of
Thorens near Annecy. 147 He was the firstborn son of Francoise de Sionnaz and Francois
de Sales de Nouvelles de Boisy. In Francis’ early childhood, his father, who was a
Catholic, raised his son with a view that God holds the first place in everything. His
mother, spent time playing, teaching, talking and praying with Frances at a young age. 148
Francis received his elementary education in Annecy, and later his father sent him to
Paris for education at a school called la Navarre. This school was a feeder college for the
famous Parisian university of the Sorbonne. However, after a short time, Francis
persuaded his parents to allow him to enroll in College Clermont, conducted by the
Society of Jesus. 149 While studying there, Francis experienced the Jesuit Ratio Studiorum,
which prescribed a routine of daily mass, confession and communion once a month. The
experience also encouraged Francis to participate in formative religious activities whether
or not he enrolled in an academic course of theological studies. 150
After Francis completed his education at College Clermont, he furthered his
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studies at the University of Padua. While there, he found a Jesuit spiritual director,
Antonio Possevino, for both guidance in study and for spiritual direction. Possevino told
him, "Commit yourself to your law studies. This is your duty at the present time, and
therefore it is God's will for you for the time being." 151 He listened and acted upon it.
During this time, despite a heavy academic schedule, Francis was able to allocate time to
sit in on the lectures of a noted Conventual Franciscan Friar, Filippo Gesualdi. Gesualdi
was a well-known author and a preacher of reform. His lectures exerted a great influence
on Francis. The demand of classes was so great that, at one point, Francis became very ill
and feared that he might die. This crisis brought him back to the question of
predestination. Francis brought the question to prayer, study and reflection. He prayed
with the Bible and drew inspiration from the Gospels to find a solution. Francis found
consolation in this type of reflection on the Bible, which carried him beyond the limits of
philosophy and logic. He heard God speaking words of salvation, and he abandoned
himself completely into God's hands. 152
These precious personal experiences are evident in Francis’ Introduction to the
Devout Life, familiar to readers centuries later. 153 In this text, Francis seeks to move the
hearts and minds of readers based on his pastoral experiences as bishop and his
correspondence with his spiritual directees. 154 His intent is to draw people's attention to
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their innate desire for God. So, he uses the language of desire to describe the spiritual
journey. 155 He uses common images such as "flowery" language in a letter to Madame de
Charmoisy 156 to help those seeking God and trying to live the faith. He provides direction
through the so-called “little” virtues, which can be practiced according to the stages and
the context of where people are in their daily life.
The practice of the little virtues is a "way of being." One’s way of being can be
expressed through virtuous acts in life. These virtuous acts are characterized by humility
and hope, and they cultivate a loving attentiveness to Jesus Christ crucified. 157 When one
does not see how Jesus suffered and called people to a life of holiness in order for them to
have eternal life, then what is the motivation to act virtuously, to show compassion,
kindness, and caring? The practice of the little virtues or ways of being varies depending
on the person’s state in life, whether they be soldiers, shopkeepers, courtiers, statesmen
or men of affairs, 158 the gentleman, the worker, the servant, the prince, the widow, the
young girl, or the married woman. Thus, the practice of virtuous acts must be adapted to
the strength, activities, and duties of each person, 159 depending on their call in life. 160
Francis invites readers to begin with the obvious virtues in their life and encourages them
to detach from the things of the world and attach to the love of God and constancy in

157

155

Wright, Francis de Sales, 41.

156

Ibid., 40-41.

Boenzi, 159.
158

de Sales, 9.

159

de Sales, 43.

160

Ibid., 122.

53

prayer to Him, 161 allowing God to work through them. He states, “My purpose is to
instruct those who live in town, within families, or at court, and by their state of life are
obliged to live an ordinary life as to outward appearances.” 162
Francis wanted to remind people that, in their daily living, they can practice small
virtuous acts that are readily accessible to help them to grow in holiness 163 in contrast to
the extraordinary ascetical practices like one might find in a religious community or great
heroic virtues. 164 In daily living in a family setting, a devotee could practice various little
virtues such as “helping the poor, visiting the sick, and taking care of your family.” 165
Francis continues say that these small virtues acts are “like flowers growing at the foot of
the Cross.” 166 In practicing these little virtues, they can fulfill the will of God in their
life. 167
He reminds his directees that when one acts, doing a small deed with great love is
better than doing great works with little love. 168 These virtues must be coupled with
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reason and come from the heart in thankfulness of Jesus. Francis advises people to
continually make Jesus the center of one’s life through practicing these little virtues.
Thus, in striving to practice these virtues daily, the individual relives the teachings of
Jesus and becomes a witness to other people in Jesus’ likeness. 169 This living of Christian
discipleship is like the two sides of a coin, “The 'belief' and the 'practice.' If we try to
embrace one side, and reject the other, we falsify Christian values. If we are going to be
disciples of Jesus, we have to accept a certain discipline in our lives.” 170
What are some daily virtues? According to Francis, each person has a purpose and
a vocation whether it be married life of a mother or father, or living a consecrated life.
Each must live according to their vocation in order to grow in virtue. Francis invites the
faithful to discern the virtues corresponding to their duties in life rather than with what
they might desire to practice, stating, "God rewards his servants according to the dignity
of the office they exercise." 171 He advises looking to Jesus as model and learning from
him in order to follow the Gospel and live one’s discipleship. We need to imitate Jesus’
manner of being simple, gentle, and humble of heart. These are important traits of
Jesus 172 that can be expressed in one’s daily life. Francis sees these virtues as essential
for entry into the kingdom. 173 We need to imitate Jesus, pleasing God in our daily life and
not considering what is pleasing to the crowds or to neighbors. 174 When choosing to
169
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imitate Jesus through the practice of small virtues in life, we die a little to our self and
slowly form our self in Jesus’ likeness, "advancing in devotion." 175 Our compassionate
acts remind us of Christian hope and faith in Christ.
God gives us ample opportunities to practice the little virtues. The influence of
this teaching is seen in Francis’ guidance to the early formation of the Sisters of
Visitation. He reminds them as religious devoted to serving God of the need to consider
their domestic duties, such as praying in common, preparing meals for the community
and for the sick, and visiting the homebound. 176
Regarding family life, parents are to teach and nurture their children in God’s
way. They are to provide for their children’s physical needs like education and food and
spiritual needs like practicing the sign of the cross during meals, praying, and attending
mass regularly. Francis applies this teaching in the spiritual direction of Madame
Chantel. Francis advises her to fulfill her role as a mother and be a good example of the
faith. Upon this advice, Jane Frances fulfilled her role as a mother by providing and
preparing her children for the future.

3.2 Francis de Sales’ practice of the “little virtues” as attachment to “Jesus Christ
crucified”
De Sales’ teaching of the “little virtues" helps one cultivate the distinctive
attitudes and characteristics of a person’s life conformed to Christ. He contrasts these
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little virtues to the great heroic virtues that are rarely called forth, 177 highlighting the
"little virtues" such as meekness, temperance, integrity, and humility that are routine in
everyday life. In the third part of the Introduction to the Devout Life, he begins with the
need for humility. This humility is an interior attitude that needs to be cultivated. 178
Francis believes that proper humility that leads to a virtuous act is closely linked to
gratitude and trust in Jesus, who died so that one day his followers might have eternal
life. Such humility is essential to live a spiritual life manifested in little virtuous acts. In
these acts, humility orients one away from undue self-concern and guides one toward
God. When one continues practicing these little virtuous acts for God, one will
experience God as the source of all blessing in life and the final reservoir of love and
strength when all else fails in the world, even in death. 179
This humility can be seen in the spiritual direction to Philothea 180 to perform
small virtuous acts. De Sales again reminds the reader of humility. When one practices
little virtues, he or she should keep in mind “the best virtues … not the most spectacular.”
This would depend on their present state of life.
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Every state of life must practice some particular virtue. A bishop's virtues are of
one kind, a prince's of another, a soldier's of a third kind, and those of a married
woman are different from a widow's. All men should possess all the virtues, yet
all are not bound to exercise them in equal measure. Each person must practice in
a special manner the virtues needed by the kind of life he is called to. 181
In daily life, we die a little to our self in order to be Christlike in the little virtue of
patience by bearing slight injuries, little inconveniences, and inconsequential daily losses.
It is through these small and big trials of life that one will win favor in the presence of
God. De Sales also gives examples of daily acts of charity that can be observed in:
…time of headache, toothache, or cold, this bad humor in a husband or wife, this
broken glass, this contempt or that scorn, this loss of a pair of gloves, ring, or
handkerchief, the little inconveniences incurred by going to bed early and getting
up early to pray or receive Holy Communion, that little feeling of shame one has
in performing certain acts of devotion in public—in short, all such little trials
when accepted and embraced with love are highly pleasing to God's mercy. 182
Francis points out that these small acts are great opportunities to serve God and be a
witness to Jesus’ teaching. Such situations are frequent in life, where we can live Jesus’
teaching in preparing our life for the future. When we approach little things with God in
mind, Francis quotes the Gospel’s assertion that whoever will be "faithful over a few
things" will be placed "over many." 183 This lesson reflects the parable of the Dishonest
Steward Luke 16:10, “The person who is trustworthy in very small matters is also
trustworthy in great ones; and the person who is dishonest in very small matters is also
dishonest in great ones.” He urges his listeners to do all acts in the name of God and to do
them all well as they will profit greatly in God's sight. Thus, in both great and little acts
he urges people to practice those acts humbly so that they grow like flowers at the foot of
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the cross. 184
In the Introduction to the Devout life, Francis de Sales provides another
perspective on helping a person to find, develop, and encourage virtuous acts is by living
with a group of people or a community. The community can foster virtues when each
member encourages the others to discover their virtue and practice it. Thus, each member
in a community has the responsibility to encourage others along the path of Christian
holiness. The members can encourage each other in the virtue of compassion by words of
counsel or encouraging behavior to inspire others to deepen their connection to God. By
practicing such little virtues in a community, the members can learn from the efforts of
one another and then apply them to their own situation. 185 In addition, the community can
help reveal one’s vices, such as pride, anger, or selfishness. Upon seeing the vice, one can
take steps to practice the virtues contrary to it.

3.3 Living the Little Virtues in a Family Setting
When Francis de Sales provides the perspective of practicing virtues in a group or
a community, he portrays something similar to the image of a family. The little virtuous
acts displayed in the family environment are important to one’s individual character as
well as all members of the family, especially children. This is where one displays to
family members one’s values and priorities. In a Catholic home, the parents are called to
the marital vocation and have duties to God. They are to strive to lay a spiritual
foundation for their children. This foundation can be seen in their example of living the
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faith, such as praying at mealtime, praying at night, or attending mass regularly. Parents
have the responsibility to teach their children self-discipline and self-restraint. 186 The
parents’ living the faith through little virtuous act at home can have a profound impact on
the children.
Francis’ advice regarding practicing virtues in difficult family situations can be
observed in the spiritual direction he gave to Jane Frances de Chantal. 187 She had to face
serious difficulties when she lost her husband. She became a widow with family debt and
needed to provide for her four children. Given this pressure of her life situation, she
would often seek solace in her faith. But even in retreats, she still struggled to face life.
After three years, she still mourned for her husband and wanted to retire from the world,
following her desire for a contemplative lifestyle. This was not possible because she
recognized she still had obligations for the welfare of her children. On March 5, 1604, in
Dijon, attending a Lenten Exercise, Chantal encountered the preaching of the bishop of
Geneva, Francois de Sales. Hearing his preaching gave her hope in her life and a deep
desire for God. This hope also encouraged her to arrange a meeting with the bishop. After
a few meetings, she asked Francis de Sales to be her spiritual director, and he
consented. 188
In one of the early sessions of spiritual direction with Jane Chantal, Francis
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addressed and respected both Jane’s desire to become a cloistered nun and the demands
of her family situation. He acknowledged that her desire was important and authentic but
could not to be realized at that time. He encouraged her, that for now, God's will for her
was to care for her children and to attend to the demands of family life. And, later in life,
if it was God's will and if she fulfilled her duties and responsibilities to her children, she
could follow her desire. In the meantime, she should be a mother, taking steps to care for
her children. Francis encouraged her to nourish her desire through prayer. He advised her
during prayer to invoke Mary as the abbess of the cloister of her heart. In this act of
simple prayer, her desire could continue to be nurtured. When the time arrived, if God
willed, she would be prepared to enter the religious life that she had begun to live in her
heart. In a letter, Francis helped her maintain her responsibilities and mature as a mother,
fulfilling her duties as a parent by doing the will of God through little virtuous acts in her
family life. 189 Thus, she set out to pay off the family debt and arrange her children’s
future. She arranged the marriage of her oldest daughter Marie-Aimee to Bernard de
Thorens. They were married on 13 October 1609. Sadly, in February 1610, Jane’s
youngest daughter Charlotte died at the age of nine in the chateau of Monthelon. Her son
Celse-Benigne, age 14, was placed under the care of his grandfather, who could oversee
his education and train him in a profession to secure his future. The last child, a daughter
Francoise, was still at a young age, so Jane took her daughter with her. 190 The daughter
was able to see her mother’s desire realized in the act of seeking God and forming a
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community until she was at the age be married. Such spiritual direction in person and
through letters provided valuable guidance in Jane Chantal’s journey of faith and led to
the founding of the Order of the Visitation.
Family life today faces a challenges and problems similar to those of Francis’
time where children need the example of good family spiritual guidance. Some families
today tend to emphasize personal satisfaction and are no longer centered on the
upbringing of children, which often leads to divorce. In cases of domestic violence or
drug or alcohol abuse, the well-being of the victimized spouse and children can require
that the abuser be separated from the family. Even when violence and abuse are not
present, other issues, such as the self-indulgence mentioned above, can severely strain a
marriage and family. 191 The little virtues that Saint Francis encouraged in the past are still
appliable today. In such family situations, we need to recognize our human frailty and
show humility in front of God by praying for spiritual guidance and the realization of
God’s will. Once one is blessed with the glimpse of God’s will, one can desire change by
practicing applicable virtuous act in life to renew the Catholic faith and lay a spiritual
foundation for the family. Francis expressed this this need to view oneself humbly in
front of God with example of Saint Mary Magdalene and to begin practicing applicable
little virtues one at a time in his July 22, 1603, letter to Mademoiselle de Soulfour,
Let us stay at our Lord's feet, like Mary Magdalene whose feast we are
celebrating, and practice those ordinary virtues suited to our littleness—little
peddler, little pack—these are the virtues which are better practiced in going
downhill than in climbing, and suit our legs better: patience, forbearance toward
our neighbor, service of others, humility, gentleness of heart, affability, tolerance
of our own imperfections, and similar little virtues. I do not say that we are not to
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ascend by prayer, but that we do so one step at a time. 192
In the present, when a divorce or family breakdown occurs, the support of a
loving family environment is lost, and a single parent tends to find themselves raising the
children alone. 193 Single parents deal with demands for their time between work and
family. This is where Christian faith and Francis’ teaching of practicing the little virtues
are important because it is a similar situation to that of Madame Chantel, a single mother
rising children. In such situations, the Catholic faithful need to be ready to practice little
Christian virtues such as patience in their actions with children and displaying Christian
morals in their decisions regarding challenging family situations. When people strive to
live the Christian faith through virtuous acts, they will be reminded of their religious
foundation and their call in life as Christians, providing spiritual calmness when facing
family obligations. Living the daily little virtuous acts when facing the trials of family
life will pave a path to spiritual healing and lead to hope in life. This desire of living the
faith daily will change the heart and offer virtuous example for family members, 194
especially children.
It is invaluable for children to witness such actions. They see their parents
actively living what they believe. This shows them a way to live and especially to live
with hope in present difficulties looking for a better future to come with God. They
particularly witness compassionate acts toward others. Those acts provide the children
with examples of responsibility, consistency in life, and feelings of being protected. They
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see a parent being a provider and a leader. They see that life holds more than just this
material world. These are sample fruits that daily virtuous acts can produce. These
parental good examples in daily life will help the children develop their own sense of
character and their hope in God that extends beyond this life.
Another virtuous decision parents can make is taking steps to go back to their
Catholic roots. Parents can begin to recognize the religious examples of past family
members as important in their upbringing. These examples provided them a subconscious
guide in life when the demands and busy-ness of life caused their spiritualty to fade into
the background. These resurgent spiritual desires can come alive because they now have
their own children. They now want to learn more about the faith they have received. In
her essay, “Children: The Supreme Gift of Marriage,” Dr. Janet Smith states, “Many
parents start going back to church and start to learn something about their faith (many for
the first time) since they wish to pass on good values to their children.” 195 In addition, she
also points out that parents need to learn and understand that Catholic marriage is a
vocation and a means of serving God in contrast to modern societal views of marriage
and the home as “where one relaxes and unwinds after a hard day at work—work, not
family, being the center of one's life.” 196 Humane Vitae, in the first paragraph, also
stresses the importance of Catholic parents’ role in living the faith at home. God has
entrusted spouses with the “important mission of transmitting of human life.” 197 In
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fulfilling this mission, “The married people collaborate freely and responsibly with God
the Creator.” 198 Parents taking steps to return to the faith and learn from it are displaying
their faith through transmitting life that comes from God. 199
In his essay, “Realistic Marriage Preparation,” Ralph Martin discusses parents
who do not display affinity toward a religious faith. The children of such parents often
desire a different path for themselves later in life. These children later realize the
importance of parents who have a firm religious attitude and provide a good example of
how to live. He suggests that, as many children saw the failure of their parents' marriages
and the high divorce rate in society, they who are parents now are motivated to live their
marriage in such a way that divorce is unlikely. They desire to go back to religious roots
in raising children "in the discipline and instruction of the Lord" (Eph. 6:4b) and to be in
an active relationship with Christ and participate in the life of the Church. 200
Another way parents can practice faith at home is through prudent control of
media in the family setting. Presently children who are growing up tend to be drawn to
television, computers, and tablets as a necessary part of their lives. 201 Parents need to be
attentive to media content that could destabilize their family values based on God’s
teaching. These electronic devices bring a variety of different content directly into homes,
and parents often give little thought to their impact, such as fostering secular values that
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are not their own. These values are repeatedly being implanted into the children. Here,
parents have the opportunity to instill counter views through discussion with their
children. 202 Parents can provide religious formation in the family through small virtuous
acts such as teaching how to lead a short prayer before meals giving thanks to God (to
counter the notion that meals only come from human hands), praying for deceased love
ones (to counter notions such as there is no life after death or that this life does not
influence the next life), or making small offerings to charity (to counter anti-religious
culture and selfishness). In these sample acts, children learn from parents how to evaluate
what they see on electronic media or in life. 203 Finding time to practice such parenting
virtues may prove difficult for families who are trying to find time to be together. In
contemporary society, both parents and children tend to have busy schedules. Yet, the
family must make effort to be together 204 and practice the little virtue of sacrificing some
time for the family.
When a family can be together, religious tradition and virtuous acts can help each
member to be open to all of life, both physical and spiritual. Religious family time
together will help guide one another to see their human existence as a journey of faith to
God. A simple act of praying together can help balance the selfish nature of
contemporary culture and assist members in their daily living, 205 at home, at work, in the
parish, or in public. Those virtuous acts in life will remind them how particular actions
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measure up to the moral standards of the Ten Commandments or the Beatitudes (Mt 5:112). “Will this type of action lead me to God?” The person asking such a question is
likely to experience spiritual growth and the need to continually act virtuously in life.
Every day small virtuous acts present an opportunity to meet God. 206
Francis de Sales suggests that parents, in the family environment, have many
opportunities to live religiously in the little things of life. Performing daily virtuous acts
involves a constant living in the presence of God and a preparation for the future. Such
acts impart a living faith to family members and provide lasting impact.

3.4 Conclusion
Good intentions and meaningful thoughts to live the faith at home are useless
unless they are enacted. Thus, Francis de Sales’ advice on the little virtues in daily life
helps a person to gradually transform themselves from within and turn their heart to do
God’s will in their life. Our daily life provides every opportunity for exercising many
little virtues. These daily opportunities help us to better our relationships with God,
others and ourselves. 207 No little virtuous act done with humility and gentleness is
insignificant in the service of God. Francis wrote, "There is nothing small in the service
of God; this is of great importance and exceedingly useful to those who exercise it with
humility and spiritual-mindedness." 208 Our actions, however small, are important in the
service of God, especially in the family setting.
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Through the little virtues, we engrave Jesus’ teaching on our hearts 209 through
concrete life situations. Saint Francis de Sales invites us to consider our vocation and
practice the little virtues rooted in confidence and trust in God. Daily practice of the little
virtues may help one when facing death, as Francis explains in his mediation on death.
Thus, through daily virtuous acts, living in a family can display faith. Such acts also
witness to an understanding of death based on growth in hope and trust in God’s mercy.
Francis says,
Christians from the earliest times have always felt the need to encourage and
support one another in their faith. Community is essential to any fully lived
religious experience. Precisely because we are interdependent beings, we do not
grow in knowledge or love of God apart from the interaction of others who are
wise and loving and more experienced than we.” 210
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CHAPTER IV:
GUIDELINES FOR PRACTICAL APPLICATION

A guiding example of the disposition toward death that I would like to capture in
this project is that of Viktor Frankl, a survivor of the Holocaust, who provided a powerful
personal witness when facing death in a Nazi concentration camp. As he wrote, “The
greatest task for any person is to find meaning in his or her life.” 211 During his time in the
camp, he found that there are three possible sources for meaning: It can be found in work
when doing something significant; in love, by caring for another person; and, in courage
during difficult times. His own witness involved finding meaning in his suffering through
his intentional response to it and the circumstances that provoked it. 212 I will use these
three sources to structure this chapter, exploring each source from the writings of St.
Francis de Sales, research on second-generation immigrants, and my own pastoral
experience.
Frankl’s witness gives me the opportunity to reflect on death and end of life issues
as they arise when counselling the elderly faithful at various parishes during my priestly
ministry. Simple conversations ultimately turn to how to best respond to death in the way
that most embodies the Catholic faith. Many of these conversations are similar as the
elderly often pose this question. Inevitably, I have to ask myself, how would a helpful
minister who is working with the Vietnamese community in America address this
question in a way that brings comfort and peace, with the direction necessary to lead
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them to God during their final moments. From these interactions, I slowly began to
understand that the most effective way to address this question is by appealing to the
person’s life experience, helping them to reflect on their past so that they may more
easily focus on their present situation, as they prepare for death in a way that lessens fear.
These conversations with the elderly reflect Frankl's perspective of finding
meaning in the face of death. When facing the uncertainty of his future in the camp,
Frankl provides insight into how, in a difficult situation, one can still have choices to live
preparing for an end. “Forces beyond your control can take away everything you possess
except one thing, your freedom to choose how you will respond to the situation. You
cannot control what happens to you in life, but you can always control what you will feel
and do about what happens to you.” 213 As such, when talking to the elderly, a minister
can help someone see meaning in their faith journey up to the moment before death. A
minister can help the faithful appreciate the small things in life that have helped them
realize their human flourishing and assisted their spiritual growth. Appreciating how they
lived can lead to a good and peaceful death.

4.1 Finding Meaning in Acts
4.1.a. St. Francis de Sales
Viktor Frankl points out the first source of meaning in life can be found through
significant work. A similar message can be found in the teaching of St. Francis de Sales
regarding little virtues. In the Introduction to the Devout Life, Saint Francis de Sales
provides a guide for one to orient one’s heart so that one’s faith flows forth in action
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through small virtuous acts in daily life that can lead to great things. Francis wants a
devout person to manifest external actions that come from a changed heart and from
prayer leading to virtuous acts in interacting with other people. While this may seem
obvious, many Christians have lost this perspective due to struggles in the family or
influences from the wider culture. Taking as a starting point Frankl and Francis de Sales,
one must begin from the interior life with prayer and humility before God, allowing God
to guide their acts. Saint Francis asserts that practicing small virtuous acts daily will
slowly engrave Jesus on a person’s heart, and that engraving will produce fruits in due
time. 214
Regarding ministry to the elderly faithful, they could benefit from reflecting on
these small religious acts in their personal experience that lead to something significant,
as such acts are rooted in both their Catholic faith and in their own cultural history. These
small acts also influence their faith outside of church and manifest the faith in ways that
stand in contrast to the surrounding culture. Consider the tension experienced by
immigrants in North America between their community-based culture versus an
individual-centered culture. 215 By my approach of encouraging reflection on the little
things and on daily prayer, I hope to provide a paradigm to understand the question of
death and to help a person feel less anxiety and grow closer to God. Reflecting on one’s
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significant actions can enable a person to find meaning in their life and then experience a
peaceful death.
There is, of course, the risk that reflecting on one’s spiritual journey may cause
anxiety and a loss of peace, but the minister can then remind the person of his or her good
works and of the little things in life, which may indeed represent larger Christian gestures
that have lasting effects. He or she may be unaware that these small virtuous acts most
likely deeply impressed family members. Reflection begins with how one has been living
the faith: worship, personal piety, and establishing a Christian household. This reflection
helps them see how the many small religious acts have accumulated in life and helped
them grow spiritually, perhaps without realizing it. They have done their best. As they
continue to reflect and pray, they will hopefully be reminded that, despite their failures,
they should hold fast and be grateful to God who continues to gives them time, grace, and
mercy, and who also blesses the fruits of their life. From the lived experience of those
little religious acts, I contend that, for the Vietnamese-American, these acts embody the
dynamic of a Catholic view of death as well as the Vietnamese culture’s own perspective
on death. This cultural view of death contains influences from Confucianism, Buddhism,
and ancestor worship. But still, the Christian belief about small religious acts of faith and
piety teaches them that the choices they have made in life are now deep inside their heart
and have prepared them for the future. This can be so even at the end of life when they
seek the sacrament of Anointing of the Sick.
For the Vietnamese-American faithful, there are cultural religious little things that
the minister can help to point out for the faithful who worry about their life of faith
before death. The minister can point to religious acts such as cleaning the house,
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arranging the altar, and preparing food in the Lunar New Year celebration as part of
ancestral worship. In these ritual practices, the faithful illustrate their desires and beliefs
that come from within and have moved them to express their faith in such acts. In
addition, these small religious acts accumulate before death and manifest their meaning
in the event of dying.
4.1.b. Research on the second generation.
In a similar way, Carolyn Chen and Russell Jeung, in Sustaining Faith Traditions,
provide insight into the deep impact of religious acts and practices have on secondgeneration Americans. This witnesses again to finding meaning through action. As one
lives the faith at home through small religious and cultural practices, the secondgeneration Americans’ identity and ideas about religion are shaped as they embark on
their own faith journey. 216 Regarding important cultural celebrations, the Chinese and
Vietnamese cultures share a common link. Both cultures have a long-standing practice of
ancestral veneration within their predominant religions. For example, the Lunar New
Year, a tradition practiced at home and as a family within a larger cultural context, is a
tradition that is primarily domestic, rather than congregational and public. 217 Such
practices of cultural traditions manifested in small acts at home reinforces family values
and ethnicity. 218 They display their respect and love for their elders, alive and deceased.
216
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These family events are an opportunity to focus on religiosity and spirituality, giving
meaning to family life.
Sophia Wong, a second-generation Chinese American, recounts her experience,
which is especially indicative of this general point. When she was growing up in San
Francisco, she participated in her family’s annual custom of Chinese New Year, which
was a seminal event for them. When she was young, during the Chinese New Year, the
family strictly followed their traditions. During that time, they were to be especially
mindful of performing certain acts to bring good fortune for the coming year or, if not
followed scrupulously, bad fortune. Among such small and intricate details, she recalls
not being able to drop one’s bowl or chopsticks. There was also a special ceremony for
washing one’s hair in order to be ritually and physically clean for the New Year. The
need to make sacrifices like offering food for the deceased at the cemetery was most
important. 219 These memories demonstrate how her parents’ actions of prioritizing family
time, especially at the cemetery, conveyed their love and gratitude for each other and the
deceased. Sophia acknowledged that such acts have left a lasting impression.
Another survey participant by the name Olivia, a second-generation VietnameseAmerican, shares a similar experience of her family’s practice of ancestor veneration. She
remembers that her family would all come together during such occasions as the
anniversaries of her grandparents’ deaths. She remembers the religious images and
various acts which were implanted in her consciousness. Each family member lit incense,
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prayed, and bowed deeply three times. A spiritual ethos became manifest as they
performed these acts. She recalls, “We close our eyes and talk to them. We pray for them,
for ourselves, for our loved ones, and wish for something that we want in life: good
grades or happiness. We set food on the altar and wait for the first lit incense to burn
down to the red stripe. Then we can enjoy the food.” 220 Olivia’s recall of those religious
acts helps her feel connected to her loved ones. The experiences provided her with a
deeper appreciation and reverence for those who are alive and deceased. She now
appreciates the commemoration of the “death anniversary” because it provided her with a
significant spiritual connection to ancestors that sustains social bonds with living kin. 221
There is a connection between this physical world and the spiritual world, thus giving
great meaning to these actions. Family members of both worlds are helping each other.
Olivia explains, “I think about these [traditions] more than I did before. Now that
I’m older, family means a lot to me. I would hope that [when I have kids], they would
keep their grandparents in mind when I and my siblings pass away. The tradition has to
stay.” 222 Now older, Olivia understands the importance of the little religious act that were
instilled early in her life. Those acts taught her to show appreciation, reverence, and love
for the people that have helped guide and show her how she should live her life.
Olivia notes, “As far as God, they say he created everything, but it’s hard for me
to believe because I can’t see that. I believe in my ancestors though, because my
grandfather created my dad, and my dad created me. With my family, I do know how that
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started, and that is easier for me to believe in.” 223 For Olivia, the sense of
interconnectedness of family members in small religious acts have led her to a deeper
sense of a spiritual world.
Linh, another interview participant, states that, every time she visits home, she
remembers how she and her siblings would usually “crawl into bed with my parents at
night and together pray out loud before heading to bed. You have no idea how much I
cherish those moments. I feel so safe and close to my family when we are in that room
together. It makes me not want to leave back [sic] to Austin for school.” 224 These
memories demonstrate that parents who choose to actively live their religious beliefs at
home have a profound impact on their children. Their behavior affects how the children
think and view religion later in life.
These samples of second-generation Chinese and Vietnamese experiences provide
an insight into how the immigrant parents’ faith and living traditions influence their
children growing up in North America. One can see commonalities in the way the above
individuals recall their childhood experiences. They may not know all of the details or
understand the full importance of the little religious customs that their parents’ practice,
but these acts and cultural customs leave a deep impact on their children’s view of
spirituality and life. These second-generation immigrants, by observing their parents’
behaviors and recalling their personal stories, have developed a sense of ethnic
responsibility to love and care for their elders here and in the life beyond. Further, they
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may do the same things in raising their own children. 225 In doing so, second-generation
Chinese- and Vietnamese-Americans thus maintain a meaningful system of values that
provides them both identity and belonging. 226

4.1.c. My pastoral experience.
These insights about meaning derived from action resonate with my own
experience. As I have spoken to many elderly faithful, I hear them express anxiety about
death. They wonder if they are going to have a good and peaceful death and if they have
lived their faith well. In such conversations, an opportunity presents itself to help them
reflect on their journey of faith and on the small religious acts they have performed. What
was their journey of faith that flowed from baptism and confirmation? Have they tried to
live out the words in the Creed? If married, did they remember their wedding promises
before God, to be there for one another? When agreeing to be a godparent, have they
lived the promise to be a teacher who guides another in faith by being a good example of
Christian living?
These questions were derived from my interview with Don, a young VietnameseAmerican Catholic in his mid-twenties born in Portland, Oregon. When asked about his
childhood life, he recalled what most defined his family was their praying. The family
had this practice of praying even when he was a child. His mother taught him in the
morning to pray with a simple prayer like offering the day to God. At dinner, the family
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would pray before the meal. At night, the family would pray again as a family in front of
an altar with Jesus and Mary before going to bed.
He also recalled the family celebration of the deceased on their patron saint’s
feast day. He spoke especially about an altar with Jesus, Blessed Mother Mary, and his
grandmother’s picture slightly below. At a young age, he did not appreciate this custom
because the ritual acts of incensing and praying were not interesting to him. Similarly, as
a child he found praying the rosary to be boring. However, now he speaks of a deeper
appreciation of the death anniversary because it provides a deeper sense of connection to
all the deceased on a particular day, not just for his grandmother. Now that he prays on
his own, he realizes that living the faith gives him the sense that his ancestors are alive,
and both the living and the deceased need each other’s prayer.
Don remembers that, as he was growing up, going to mass was not fun. He did
not enjoy it because it was not engaging for him. He did not fully understand either the
ritual or its pertinence. As a child, he did not receive a deeper understanding of the mass
through catechism classes. However, when a friend introduced him to the Latin mass
later in life, he was provided with a different perspective, realizing how rich the mass is.
It is filled with symbolism that conveys the message of God’s promise. His curiosity to
learn more about the faith also led him to Catholic radio and other religious media. Don
also notes that his parents conveyed their belief in God and the importance of having God
as a priority in one’s life. Frankl’s insight about finding meaning in action seems
appropriate to Don’s story. Don notes that his family members’ life choices influence his
view of faith, stating that his older sister is a nun and his dad is a deacon. His greatgrandfather’s brother was a priest.
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As Don reflects on his childhood upbringing and the example of his family, he
acknowledges that religious acts such as incensing, praying together, and being together
in faith formed a habit and implanted in him a devotion to God. He continued to pray
even when away at college. When praying, Don realized that prayer is a reminder that
God is first and how his life should be ordered. Eventually, Don felt that if priesthood
was an option for him, he would try it, so he joined a Dominican order.
As these people recall their family experiences, they become grateful and credit
their personal religious experience to their parents. The survey of second-generation
Vietnamese- and Chinese-American family experiences, as well as Don’s story,
demonstrate that, at a young age, while growing up, the participants may not understand a
lot about the spiritual life of their parents or even want to live that life, but the parents’
religious and cultural witness still opens a spiritual realm for them to begin their own
journey. Their family becomes both a conduit and a reason for engaging in religious
practice. 227 This survey of participants and my personal experience indicate that the small
acts we perform in life can leave a deep impression on others. We are called to do what
we can in carrying out these acts, ultimately leading to a meaningful life, and with God’s
grace leading to great things for oneself and others.

4.2 Finding Meaning in Love
Reflecting on the concentration camp, Viktor Frankl suggests that the second
source of meaning in life can be found through love. It was for the love for his parent that
he chose to remain risking being capture and sent to camp to care for them. He did not
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want to leave them by escaping to America in time of family crisis. 228 How should one
examine how one has lived with respect to Christian love toward others?
4.2.a. St. Francis de Sales.
Turning to the witness of St. Francis de Sales, Francis provides examples in his
letters to the widows who formed the community of women who sought to live a life
consecrated to God. In these letters, he advises them to begin with prayer and make a
clear choice in their heart for God. When one chooses to live for God, he or she chooses
to live the faith daily at home through small religious acts. Such a decision would have
tangible effects on one’s spiritual growth and may, by extension, leave a deep impression
on family members through one’s loving actions, especially in difficult life situations.
In considering love, Saint Francis de Sales also teaches that one should practice
small virtues daily in a community. The community helps one to practice the virtues and
learn from failures. The image of a community for most people today is the immediate
family. When a parent establishes a routine of incensing and praying at an in-house altar
each day before loved ones, they express their faith regarding their perspective on death.
Belief manifests itself from the heart to action when, on the Lunar New Year, a family
goes to the grave sites to pay respect for the loved ones by incensing and praying. These
practices of incensing, praying, taking a moment of silence in front of an altar or at
gravesites are also signs of love. These loving acts gradually deeply impress other family
members, regarding how they see death, and how they live their life with remembrance,
gratitude, and love. Such love gives richness and meaning to life.
4.2.b. Research on the second generation.
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Examples from research also exemplify Frankl’s insight about love and meaning.
Michele Li, another second-generation Chinese American, who grew up in a suburb of
Pennsylvania, describes her parents’ practice of Chinese religion. At first, she did not
recall that her parents practiced any Chinese religious traditions while in the United
States. Later, they became especially active in their religion when they were in Taiwan
for her grandmother’s funeral. There she experienced her parents’ active participation in
her grandmother’s funeral service. Especially powerful for her was her father’s loving
and devoted participation in his mother’s service, a memory that made a strong
impression. As she witnessed her parents’ engagement in funeral rituals, she reflected on
how it opened her up to different practices in her culture that she had not previously
experienced, at least not as vividly. Most memorable was the loving attention her father
and others paid to the smallest details of the ritual. She was also struck by the small
details with which she was charged. Even her small contributions helped fulfill the
service. She recalled folding little paper boats that were then thrown into the burner
because all the incense was going to rise up with her grandmother. She also recalled that
the family made a shrine for the grandmother at which they prayed, offered incense, and
performed chants. Her life was different in the U.S. because she never saw such practices
there, but in Taiwan, a rich aspect of her heritage became manifest, and she could not
help but be surprised and exclaimed, “Oh, my family does these ritual custom things.” 229
In recalling these rituals, Michele Li experienced the connectedness and love between
family members who are alive and deceased. By choosing to attend the funeral services
of her grandmother, she found family connectedness. The funeral service was a
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profoundly family-oriented event that brought people together and connected her with
long-lost relatives. The experience provided her with a greater view of family and being
there for one another. She was able to meet uncles from China, and thus, an entire world
and depth of meaning was opened to her. 230 These loving acts that she participated in
challenged her view of a spiritual world that she did not notice when she was in the
United States with her parents; they also deepened her understanding of life.
Linda Ho Peche, a second-generation Vietnamese American, affirms how family
traditions reinforce love. She recalls that, growing up, the theme of worship, sacrifice,
and moral obligation were prominent in her household. 231 Her home contained an altar, a
shrine that played a central role in spiritual practice. This is where family members
engaged in devotional acts and traditional ancestral rituals. As she recalls her childhood’s
devotional experiences, Peche indicates that these prayers helped to develop deeper
loving relationships in the family. The rituals took on even more meaning during the
Vietnamese New Year or for commemorations of the anniversaries of the deaths of loved
ones. 232 She points out that these shrines, which are ubiquitous in Vietnamese-American
homes, function as sacred spaces to meditate, memorialize, and/or mediate between the
mundane and spiritual worlds. 233 In her family community, her parents imparted to her
examples of a spiritual path to God. Their loving example helped her find meaning in
life.
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In a similar story, Ms. Linh, another second-generation Vietnamese American,
states that the image of an altar has been ingrained in her. She recalls growing up in her
parents’ home having an altar. At this altar, the family would gather to pray and to bond
as family. 234 This home altar became the focal point for special occasions including the
Lunar New Year, the celebration of the birth of a new family member, wedding rites, and
the anniversaries of the death of ancestors. 235 During these occasions, the family offered
incense and set out a feast of special foods as offerings. After the incense was burned, the
family then partook of the food offering. 236 These traditions deepened family ties and
have given meaning to her life.
Sophia Wong, whom we met previously, also exemplifies Frankl’s assertion about
finding meaning in love. After recalling her childhood, she claims that she may not be
affiliated with any religion, but she still wants to maintain the spiritual beliefs and
practices of the family, especially as it relates to Chinese religion. Customs like visiting
the cemetery of loved ones and leaving offerings are important to her. She states that,
although she does not fully believe that the food offerings feed actual spirits, she sees the
act of offering food as a sign of respect and of family sacrifice in love for one another. As
she states, “They’re a part of what made your world what it is now. I would have to take
care of the people who took care of me. It’s like feeding the karmic effect. You give and
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get what you deserve.” 237 These experiences of family have deeply affected her. “I feel
like there is an afterlife. What it is, I don’t know. But I think that going to the cemetery
creates a stronger family bond. A lot of times, a lot of Chinese families aren’t very
affectionate or very close knit like you would see in an American family.” 238 Ms. Wong
wants to continue to engage in these practices because allow her to show her love and
feel connected to her loved ones. This love brings great meaning to her life.
Linda Ho points out that the participants involved in her survey were secondgeneration people who overwhelmingly said that their parents were the primary source of
their informal religious and spiritual training. 239
The above second-generation persons show remarkable and robust points of
cultural comparison as I try to construct a paradigm by which to interact with and
minister to Vietnamese Catholic faithful who face imminent death. While these Chineseand Vietnamese-Americans do not fully account for the spiritual and religious experience
being of a second generation American, they do point to the importance of the example
and witness of their immigrant parents in teaching them the importance of family values
of respect, love, and spirituality. Even those who do not identify with the institutional
religion of their parents, nevertheless value family customs as fruitful and edifying. First,
the small ritualistic practices and customs remain a central part of understanding of life
after death and serve as a nexus for the interplay between this life and the next. The
second is the imperative to cultivate a good life, formed by a lifetime of moral acts
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motivated by upright intentions. These family customs, indicative of the importance of
love in the family, help the next generation to find meaning in life.
4.2.c. My pastoral experience.
Shortly after I was ordained a priest in June 2016, I witnessed a deep child-toparent love relationship, a relationship that provided meaning to both of them. A woman
in Houston, Texas, sensing her mother’s religious desire, approached me and requested
that I come to their home to pray over her convalescing mother. Her mother had been
suffering for years with diabetes. Her nerves had atrophied so that her limbs were no
longer responsive. She had lost all sensation in her extremities and could barely
acknowledge her sentience by nodding her head, though her mental capacities were not
reduced. The mother’s eyes lit with joy, and she managed a subtle half smile upon my
entering her room in clerical garb. Her daughter made clear that her response to my
presence was not merely the ordinary response to new stimuli and that she had not
otherwise reacted this way to anyone else. When asked if she would like “a newly
ordained priest” to pray over her, she grunted with a vigorous nod. As I prayed over her, I
saw that her smile did not abate. She responded to the touch of my blessing as much as
she could manage.
In this example I see an elderly Vietnamese-American woman who is
approaching death focused strictly on our Lord. She intuitively and instinctively reached
out to something beyond her current reality, which at this point was riddled with paralysis
and suffering. Her reaction to my blessing can be seen as her striving to keep
participating in the life of God. Beyond merely reaching out to a next life where she will
be reunited with her loved ones, in the present she is reaching toward her end, which is
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God. In her reaction that I witnessed, the sacramental presence of Holy Orders in me the
priest represented hope and expectation for her next life with God. This situation
indicates that the daughter, in her love, was able to recognize her mother’s desire. The
love relationship between mother and daughter brought great meaning to both of them.
The mother found meaning and comfort in my blessing, and the daughter found meaning
in intuiting her mother’s desire.

4.3 Finding Meaning in In Courage
In the concentration camp, seeing death and facing his own mortality, Viktor
Frankl points out that the third source of meaning in life can be found through courage in
suffering with hope. We must have courage during those difficult times in life. In a time
of suffering, we need to find meaning in it by the way we respond to it. 240
4.3.a. St. Francis de Sales
In such a situation, Saint Francis de Sales would encourage the faithful to hold
fast to the faith and live in accordance with their situation. He warns that it is through
trying situations that the evil one can cause people to lose courage (and hope). 241 One
should build up courage and hope through daily devotional acts in preparing oneself for
the future. A person does not instantly climb to the peak of Christian perfection but must
chose daily to act out of love for God. This teaching is illustrated in Saint Francis’ letter
to Philothea:
You see that the mountain of Christian perfection is very lofty and you say "O
God, how shall I be able to climb it!" Courage, Philothea. When young bees begin
240
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to take form they are called nymphs and they cannot yet fly out among the
flowers, mountains, or nearby hills to gather honey. Little by little, by continuing
to eat honey the older bees have prepared, the little nymphs take on wings and
grow strong so that later they fly all over the country in search of food. It is true
that in devotion we are still only little bees and cannot fly up high according to
our plan, which is nothing less than to reach the peak of Christian perfection. But
as our desires and resolutions begin to take form and our wings start to grow, we
hope that someday we shall become spiritual bees and be able to fly aloft. 242
This recalls Saint Francis’ meditation on death and the image of flowers at the foot of the
cross. We need to have the courage to die to ourselves little by little changing our worldly
self into a Christ-like person displaying courage and hope for the future.
4.3.b. Research on the second generation.
Research on the lives of second-generation persons also supports Frankl’s notion
of finding meaning through courage: in this case, courage to live a countercultural life.
Parents should realize that their family activities are even more important in a context in
which contemporary society teaches individualistic thinking. Living out religious and
cultural values in even the smallest acts can have a lasting impact on family members’
spiritual lives and on people beyond the family. By practicing these acts, parents
reinforce family values and communitarian ethics to counter individualistic culture. In
family settings, when practicing the faith, such small actions as having one’s children
lead a prayer before meals assumes significance. Without these little things to instill a
sense of a life behind this present one, individualistic American tendencies can erode the
need for the spiritual. These small religious customs, such as participating in parish
fundraising or volunteering to teach Sunday school, could seem routine, especially when
they are part of a family’s ethos. However, it is precisely in our interaction with other
people that we practice mutual edification. In this way also the next generation is
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provided with courageous examples of living the faith. Similarly, there is the possibility
of anti-testimony. This can occur when a parent tells a child what to do but then neglects
their own admonitions. A parent, for example, might tell their children to make the sign
of the cross before meals, but then the parent skips or conveniently forgets to make the
sign of a cross at a workplace meal. This can be perceived as hypocritical and two-faced.
Similarly, gossip or conversations in which otherwise faithful church members express
negative ideas of others in the presence of their children can be poisonous to perpetuating
the faith. Thus, we need to have the courage to practice daily small virtuous acts coming
from the heart in love of God. We die to our worldly self and let God slowly transform us
into His likeness.
Hence, the examples of Vietnamese religious practices involving eating together,
praying together, and going to church together, can change oneself and leave a deep
impression on the next generation, which is now experiencing the breakdown of family
traditions in American culture. Vietnamese American families are taking on aspects of
American culture, and faithful parents are slowly neglecting to live a life of faith through
religious acts in the home. Daily family life provides opportunities to provide example to
counter individualism in their children and the surrounding community. When parents
choose not to engage religious practices on a daily basis, their children are left without
these small acts as examples of a way to live a life of faith. Children can be tempted to
abandon their parents’ faith or take their own individualistic path influenced by the
prevailing society, though, as seen above, they may be open to spiritual experiences later
in life. When parents, acting with courage, live the Gospel teaching through small
religious acts in daily life, their children have a good chance of seeing the value of faith
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later in life.
And this courage particularly comes to the fore not only in confronting
individualistic culture but also in confronting death. A minister, particularly one
encountering a Vietnamese-American person approaching death, can guide that person
toward a peaceful death by focusing on such acts. The minister helps them understand
that doing small things in the everyday practice of the faith connects to the teaching of
the Church and to their Vietnamese culture by passing on the faith or initiating a spiritual
journey in others. They have demonstrated that the daily little acts in life shape their view
of death, slowly forming the “inner man” 243 for a death which is “good” or “bad.” At the
moment of death, such a person manifests faith one last time. They imitate Jesus’ humble
last words by saying, "Into your hands I command my spirit," 244 dying in acceptance of
the situation and peacefully going to God. Their courageous perseverance to live every
moment in the presence of God helped them grow closer to a peaceful death by actively
living the faith.
4.3.c. My pastoral experience.
In my own experience, I was blessed by meeting Dung, a Vietnamese man, now
dead, whom I accompanied in his final days during my ministry as a parish priest in
Vancouver, Canada. Dung, in his late 50s, was born in Vietnam yet had spent upward of
thirty years as a refugee in Canada. Despite the many years outside of his country of
origin, his cultural ethos was predominately Vietnamese. Prior to his cancer diagnosis, he
was a man at the peak of his working years and intensely busy, and his children were
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grown. Despite his worldly pursuits, he was still deeply committed to the sacramental life
and his Church community. He taught catechism and sacramental preparation to children
and other parishioners. He served as liturgical minister every weekend and was a constant
source of evangelization in the parish.
I had the opportunity to meet him after he was diagnosed with stage four cancer a
second time. His Catholic piety, cultivated over a lifetime, was obvious. He was focused
on meeting his end with peace and serenity. How was this possible? As I had
conversations with his friends and spouse, I found that the source of his deep faith in God
was through the courageous choices he made each and every day to practice and live the
Catholic faith in all aspects of his life. He offered his time to God by driving his children
a long distance every Sunday to attend a Vietnamese Mass. At home, he insisted on
prayers as a family unit. At dinner, the family would pray together before meals. Before
bed, the family prayed together one last time.
The doctors informed him, as the cancer progressed, that if they gave him more
morphine, the drug will kill him more quickly. They informed him they could not do
anything more at that point, and they gave him two choices. He could either stay at the
hospital until he died or go home with his family for his remining time. Dung chose to go
home to be near his family. At the moment of his decision, he was clearly in pain, afraid,
and scared of death. Yet in the ensuing days, as time passed, his growing courage and
acceptance of his situation was evident in the peace he exuded—a deep peace and
gratitude that God granted him more time after the first diagnosis of cancer a few years
earlier.
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I have a sense that he did what he could as a faithful Catholic as he prepared for
death. In his life, he gave his time to be a Sunday school teacher, willing to drive thirtyfive minutes one way to educate the next generation in the faith. He animated his family
to deepen their involvement with the Church. At home, he set a religious example for his
family by praying at night and before meals. In the final minutes of pain at the end of life,
he did not blame God for what others might perceive as a misfortune, but set a final good
example of holding fast to the faith and believing in God—an impression that was clearly
made on his children, at that moment and since. In that darkest moment of life, he
courageously placed his hope and trust in God. When I heard this story, I knew that this
was a man who, even when actively dying, set a final and profound example of faith.
Now that a few years have passed, his family still practices what he taught them.
They still pray together with their mother and are active in church activities. One of the
children follows his example of giving her time to teach Sunday school, and his wife is
active in the Dominican Third Order. His small but consistent example of living the faith
through family time, prayer, and thanksgiving offerings to God, established a Christian
home. All these acts left a deep impression on his family. He died as he had consistently
lived, courageously confronting individualistic culture and death itself.

4.4 Conclusion
As I have contended throughout this project, the Christian faithful, when facing an
imminent death, may find meaning in life through their reflection on their experiences of
virtuous acts, expressions of love, and the courage to act on their beliefs throughout their
life.
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This assertion is supported by Saint Francis’ encouragement of the daily little
virtuous acts in the family environment. The practice of these acts exemplifies a spiritual
life that reinforces and communicates a uniquely Christian understanding of death and, in
the midst of that impending end, profound hope. These acts are also exercises that ignite
and guide one’s inner journey of a life guided by Christian principles. This is a life which
heeds, but is not overwhelmed by, the demands of the material world. These small acts
exhibit a spiritual view of life in view of death and embody the message of God. These
daily acts accumulate, helping the faithful to incrementally obtain inner peace concerning
death by lessening the fear and anxiety of the unknown when facing mortality. In
addition, these acts lay the foundation for the faithful of the next generation. Such acts
help parents fulfill their Christian identity, as parents and as primary educators of the
Christian faith.
Going further, these virtuous daily acts help to develop a life infused with the
meaning derived from loving others. They provide a training ground in love. As one
conveys their love for God in engaging these acts, God’s love is correspondingly
manifested in a person’s love for others. Sometimes these simple acts may not be visible,
as in the discreet daily struggles in the relationship between a parent and child. But over
time this love becomes more visible as people grasp the deeper meaning of such simple
acts. Family members who experience or witness these acts can be drawn to a deeper love
themselves, and this can open a path to a relationship with God and a life filled with rich
meaning.
While death is a reality that all must confront, does a Vietnamese Catholic have
the courage to take small steps to live a life of holiness as faithful Christian? As this
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project has set forth, the framework exists, keeping in mind the Eastern and Christian
traditions that form people’s worldview. Vietnamese Catholics are called to develop the
courage to detach from worldly concerns and to consciously and comprehensively make
God the final cause and ultimate end to which they, and indeed all of humanity, are
destined. Once each individual properly orders his or her life to follow Christ, they may
slowly die to their worldly attachment and thinking. In doing so, they more closely
adhere to Christ during a lifetime of preparing for death and for eternal peace. In this way
they find meaning through their courageous choices.
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CHAPTER V:
CONCLUSION

When we, as Christians, face imminent death, do we still recognize our moral and
faith-based obligations? Our Western culture has gone from an understanding of moral
obligations centered on family, church, and community, to a more materialistic
worldview. We now have a contractual way of understanding life that is centered on the
individual self. People, and even God, then form a surrounding environment. As
demonstrated in previous chapter, death provides each Christian with the opportunity to
reflect on the spiritual life, starting with the basic foundation of looking at small acts to
find the meaning of one’s life and one’s adherence to divine obligations. If we fail to see
how small religious acts can have a deep impact on the meaning of life, we risk breaking
down the fabric of family, and thus the foundational structure of human community. If
we do not recall and actively exercise these acts of living faith, love, and courage to
foster family-based, communal, and cultural customs, then inevitably we allow life to be
deeply influenced by material concerns.
Like all people, Vietnamese Catholics seek exemplars that teach how to live a
holy life and how to build a vibrant family. This thesis argues that ancestors, and, by
extension, parents, provide such exemplars. Ancestors form the cornerstone and
foundation for this vision of living in the present life and preparing for the future. At the
end of their life, observing and following the practices outlined in the previous chapter
may lessen their fear of death in the moments before meeting God. In striving through the
little things, they cultivate the habits necessary to lead a good life and subsequently have
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little fear upon facing death. By reflecting and looking back at the road that they have
traveled for themselves and their children, they lessen their fear. They experience peace
by recognizing the meaning of a life well lived. These small practices are embedded in
the family’s values and traditions, communally building a road, along with ancestors and
descendants, to God. These small acts, such as participating in ancestor veneration,
leading family prayers, or honoring cultural celebrations, are the paving stones that one
leaves for one’s children and that are completed by them after their ancestors have died.
Their own parents and ancestors, through their decisions, already began paving this same
road.
As this project’s initial chapters demonstrated, this understanding of the meaning
of life predates the arrival of Christianity in Vietnam. A fundamental connection between
one’s decisions and actions in this life, the deceased ancestors, and future generations is
rooted in Buddhism and Confucianism. These religions demonstrate how actions in this
life form one’s character in preparation for a peaceful death, one that is free of
unnecessary fear. As previously noted, Buddhism ties the relevance of one’s actions in
life to one’s ultimate reality. It extols detachment from this world, which is the key to
escaping suffering. This tradition has strongly influenced the consciousness of the
Vietnamese people for millennia. It fostered a deep sense of awareness that we are part of
something much bigger, even though human eyes cannot perceive it. It emphasized the
necessity of preparation for a life beyond this one and prepared people to adopt a new
sense of detachment in the Christian context. Confucianism, with its focus on ancestor
worship, formed the Vietnamese mindset to be aware of the profound connection
between oneself and one’s ancestors. It admonished followers to practice specific acts of
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veneration and reverence to deceased ancestors. Failing to complete these duties would
constitute a serious moral lapse.
The arrival of Christianity, then, found fertile ground that Buddhism and
Confucianism had cultivated for thousands of years. Buddhism’s emphasis on the
significance of individual acts advancing or hindering one’s preparation for death
resonates with Christianity’s moral focus. Regarding Confucianism, the veneration due to
deceased ancestors found a home in the Catholic tradition, which holds that deceased
loved ones can be helped in the afterlife through prayer, penance, and other sacrifices by
those on earth. Such is the close relationship between human beings and their ancestors
that small religious acts such as making a sign of the cross before meals, praying together
as a family, offering mass intentions, engaging in charitable work, and participating in
ancestor veneration, have serious consequences. For the Vietnamese Catholic, these small
acts take on a great significance. All of these examples help build character, preparing
one to meet their ultimate end and benefitting their ancestors. Such small acts are
elevated to eternal value.
Yves Congar noted that the Holy Spirit is the active principle transforming these
small acts into a means of advancing salvation history. Truly, the Holy Spirit is present in
the Vietnamese people’s way of living and expressing the faith through their customs,
rites, and practices – forming a system of discipline for living the Christian life. 245 Thus, a
minister who can make a connection between the teachings of the Catholic Church and
the ancient cultural traditions of Vietnam through these small virtuous acts can help
Vietnamese-Americans experience a peaceful death and can also establish a pathway for

245

Yves Congar, The Meaning of Tradition, trans. A. N Woodrow, foreword Avery Cardinal
Dulles S.J. (San Francisco, CA: Ignatius Press, 2004), 157.
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younger Vietnamese-Americans to lead a spiritual life by praying each day and
reminding oneself that God is always present and active in one’s life.
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